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Introduction





THIS BOOK is an account of the foreign policy of the United States, presided over by Henry Kissinger, during Richard Nixon’s first term in the White House. It is also an account of the relationship between two men who collaborated on what seemed to be a remarkable series of diplomatic triumphs. These were the years when China was reclaimed by American diplomacy; when a much-praised agreement on strategic arms limitation (SALT) was negotiated with the Soviet Union; when a complex dispute in West Berlin was settled; and when American participation in the war in Vietnam, the most crucial issue facing the American presidency, was brought to a dramatic end with the signing of the Paris peace accords in January 1973, three days after Nixon was inaugurated for a second term.


The book had its beginnings in my experiences as a Washington reporter for the New York Times during those Watergate years when the press—and the nation—became aware of the distance between the truth and what we were told had happened. But even at the height of the outcry over the methods and morality of the men at the top, foreign policy remained sacrosanct.


I began my research certain that, despite all that has been written, there was more to be known about the conduct of foreign affairs. It was no surprise to discover that personal ambition was sometimes entwined with diplomatic and strategic goals, that successful bargaining whether in White House meetings or at a summit was never an open process. No experienced reporter or government official expects otherwise. But as my interviewing proceeded I came to realize that even sophisticated public servants perceived something crucially different about the conduct of foreign policy in the Nixon White House. That difference and its cost both to the participants and to the country is what I have tried to describe.


My basic sources are more than 1,000 interviews with American and international officials—some retired, some still in government—who were directly involved in making and executing policy. Most of the people I talked with agreed to be quoted by name. I also relied on internal documents and on the published memoirs of those who themselves participated in the history of that time. Despite my many requests, neither Kissinger nor Nixon agreed to be interviewed for this book.





1


THE JOB SEEKER


AFTER THE ELECTION, there would be much fancier offices, with antique desks, hand-woven rugs, possibly a view of the Rose Garden, and fireplaces that were kept burning year-round.


But now it was mid-September 1968, with the presidential election less than two months away, and the men who were responsible for drafting the foreign and domestic policy statements of the Nixon campaign were hard at work in their sparsely furnished New York City offices in what had once been the American Bible Society’s headquarters. The old six-story building at Fifty-seventh Street and Park Avenue, scheduled for demolition, had been leased by the Nixon campaign that fall.


Richard M. Nixon was running far ahead of Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey in both the Harris and Gallup polls, but he and his staff knew that the race was far from over. For one thing, former Vice President Nixon had lost his last two elections—the presidency to Senator John F. Kennedy in 1960 and the governorship of California to Governor Edmund G. (Pat) Brown in 1962.


And then there was Vietnam.


Humphrey had yet to break with President Lyndon B. Johnson on the war, but what if he did? And what if Johnson decided to sue for peace in Vietnam in an effort to pull out the election for his Vice President and his party? Nixon’s vague campaign promise—that he would find an “honorable solution” to the war—would pale beside the real thing.


Most of the senior Nixon advisers were convinced that Nixon’s chance to become President hinged on Vietnam and the issues associated with it. One adviser, Bryce N. Harlow, a former speech writer and aide in the Eisenhower Administration, had already established liaison with a high official inside the Johnson White House, who was ready and willing to supply information about any last-ditch administration plans to settle the war. And clandestine contact had been made with President Nguyen Van Thieu of South Vietnam, in a carefully concealed effort to discourage him from participating in any peace talks prior to the election.


Given the immense stakes involved, Richard V. Allen, Nixon’s thirty-two-year-old coordinator for foreign policy research, was an important member of the Nixon campaign team. He was assigned a private office on the top floor of the old Bible Society Building, where, amid battered metal desks and squeaky typists’ chairs, he provided the traveling presidential candidate with drafts of speeches and statements.


Allen had been among the few to offer his support to Nixon in the months after his disastrous defeat in California. He believed even then that Nixon would be resurrected as President, or Secretary of State, or, at the least, as an éminence grise in the Republican Party. Allen is a man of medium height, with the horn-rim eyeglasses, cherubic round face, and short hair that seemed the required style for the bright young Nixon men. By the mid-1960s he had become a minor figure among the conservative anti-Communist right in America, warning repeatedly in his articles and books that the Soviet call for peaceful coexistence was no more than a shield for its plan of world domination. By June 1968, when Nixon personally recruited him for his campaign staff, Allen had studied for a doctorate in political science at the University of Munich and was now a fellow at the Hoover Institution on War, Revolution, and Peace at Stanford University. He had not earned the doctorate but others thought he had. Throughout the 1968 campaign, his associates and the press often called him Dr. Allen.


For all his pretensions and rigid ideology, Allen could also be good company, and he enjoyed laughing at himself. Moreover, he realized that he did not yet have enough experience and expertise to serve as national security adviser in a Nixon administration. Allen did, however, have his personal choice for the job—Henry A. Kissinger, a Harvard professor of government who had served as New York Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller’s foreign policy adviser during Rockefeller’s campaign for the Republican presidential nomination earlier that year. He and Kissinger had first met in 1962, and Allen had renewed their acquaintance, shortly after he joined Nixon’s campaign, by telephoning Kissinger—his counterpart with Nelson Rockefeller.


Allen had long admired Kissinger’s hard line toward the Soviets and his published works on nuclear threats and deterrents, especially his Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, which had been a best seller in 1957. Allen, then twenty-six, was among the founders of the Center for Strategic and International Studies at Georgetown University, in Washington, D.C.—one of the nation’s first conservative think tanks—and Kissinger contributed to a collection of papers that Allen helped edit for the Center.


It made eminent sense for the two advisers to arrange breakfast together before the Republican National Convention in Miami Beach and agree to work together to avoid a bitter floor fight over Vietnam: Their collaboration resulted in a compromise plank, endorsed in advance by the Nixon and Rockefeller forces, that emphasized negotiations, not confrontation. The language was accepted without challenge at the convention. Allen had enjoyed staging clandestine meetings with Kissinger in Miami Beach, and somehow to escape the notice of the hordes of newspapermen who were everywhere that week.


A few weeks after the convention, Allen again sought out Kissinger—still thought by his friends at Harvard and elsewhere to be in mourning over Rockefeller’s defeat—and asked him to serve as a member of candidate Nixon’s foreign affairs advisory group. Kissinger hesitated a few days and then told Allen that it would be better for the Nixon campaign if he did not formally join it. “I can do you more good by not coming out for you publicly,” he said.


Not long afterward, on about September 10, Allen, in his office at campaign headquarters, was told that Henry Kissinger was on the telephone. Speaking very seriously, Kissinger reminded Allen—who hardly needed to be told—that he still had many good friends and associates involved in the Johnson Administration’s Paris peace negotiations. Kissinger explained that he “had a way to contact them,” Allen recalls. Would the Nixon campaign be interested?


Allen was excited. “When he called, it was a continuation of our team. This was Mr. ‘Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy.’ This was a guy who’d written a seminal book on nuclear strategy.”


Kissinger was also a member of the Council on Foreign Relations and was part of the Eastern Establishment that had always—so Nixon and his aides thought—rejected Nixon as a serious student of foreign affairs. Former colleagues at Harvard recall that Kissinger was a Democrat at least through the early 1960s, when his academic and Democratic Party contacts were good enough to propel him into an unhappy part-time White House consultancy during the Kennedy Administration. His shift to the Republican Party was apparently made sometime before 1964, when he was a foreign policy consultant to the Republican Platform Committee. Richard Allen knew that Kissinger had been active as a consultant on Vietnam for the Johnson Administration, and that, even though he was on Rockefeller’s staff, he had worked out of offices in the State Department.


“He had access and I figured that the Nixon campaign would get something out of him,” Allen explains. He had no illusions about what Kissinger wanted in return. “We didn’t have enough qualified Republicans and Henry was a hard-nosed son-of-a-bitch. Already I knew that Nixon would never pick a conservative like me for the job [as national security adviser] and Henry was obviously the most qualified card-carrying Republican around. I knew he was the best guy for the job. And so,” Allen says with a laugh, “I became a handmaiden of Henry Kissinger’s drive for power.”


“I was naïve,” Allen concedes. “I had my zipper wide open. But I thought, Damn it, we changed the course of history at Miami Beach. We didn’t have any floor fight at the convention.”


Within hours, Kissinger’s offer was relayed to the pleased candidate. As a secret operative Kissinger was a prize catch, because Nixon knew the Johnson Administration was involved in a desperate attempt to get some kind of substantive peace talks under way in Paris, and thus improve Humphrey’s chances in the election. Kissinger’s access inside the Democratic administration was first-class. His career at Harvard and his work in the Kennedy White House had put him in close touch with State Department advisers on NATO and Western European affairs. Under Johnson, he had expanded his contacts to include the top officials of the White House, the Pentagon, and the State Department who were seeking a way to settle the Vietnam War.

—


What Allen and the Nixon entourage could not know was the extent of Kissinger’s maneuvering. In funneling information from Paris to the Nixon campaign, he would not only be taking advantage of professional friendships but also betraying people with whom he had worked on the still-secret Vietnam negotiating efforts. At the same time he would continue telling colleagues at Harvard and friends in Cambridge, Martha’s Vineyard, and New York about his contempt for Nixon and his anger at Rockefeller’s defeat in Miami Beach.


A few weeks after the Republican convention, in a letter to a fellow political scientist at the University of Denver, Kissinger described Nixon’s behavior after his nomination in Miami Beach as “astounding—ungenerous, petty and, I should have thought, against his long-term interests.” He made similar comments about Nixon throughout the fall, repeatedly expressing concern for the fate of the nation if Nixon were to be elected.


And he went further. While dealing covertly with Richard Allen, Kissinger also talked with an old acquaintance in the Humphrey camp and offered to help accumulate information to discredit Nixon. The first known contact came within a week or so after the Miami Beach convention, in a telephone conversation with Zbigniew Brzezinski, Humphrey’s foreign policy coordinator. Brzezinski had called to see whether Kissinger would be willing to comment on some of the Humphrey foreign policy papers. Kissinger seemed eager to help. “Look,” he said, “I’ve hated Nixon for years.” He surprised Brzezinski by announcing that he had already been in direct contact with Humphrey, and then offered to do more than review policy papers—he would make available Rockefeller’s private files on Nixon. The papers were known as the Nixon “shit files,” Kissinger explained, and were among his personal documents at Harvard. He would let Brzezinski see them if the arrangement was kept quiet, and if Humphrey himself was told of Kissinger’s help.


The Democratic convention, held in Chicago in August, was marked by violent confrontations over the war. Humphrey won the nomination, defeating Senator Eugene J. McCarthy, the antiwar candidate. Afterward, Brzezinski and John E. Rielly, another of Humphrey’s foreign policy advisers, agreed that someone would make the trip to Cambridge to inspect the files. In mid-September, with Humphrey far behind Nixon in the public opinion polls, Brzezinski telephoned Kissinger’s office and told his secretary what he wanted. She said, “You know, Dr. Brzezinski, that Dr. Kissinger is working for Nixon now?” There was a long pause. The Humphrey campaign heard no more about the Nixon files.


Max Kampelman, Humphrey’s long-time adviser and friend, remembers being told by Humphrey shortly before the election that Kissinger was working with him. Kampelman also recalls that Humphrey told him, “if he got elected, he thought he’d put Henry in the national security spot.” The same word was later passed to Brzezinski.

—


Kissinger’s offer to report secretly on the peace talks for Nixon would have astonished his friends in the Paris delegation, who continued to trust him in the weeks before the election as if he were still a part of the team seeking a settlement of the Vietnam War.


By 1968, Kissinger had established a considerable reputation as an expert on the war. He had made his first trip to South Vietnam as a State Department consultant in 1965, discussing the war with, among others, Daniel Ellsberg, who was then a pacification official in the U.S. Embassy in Saigon. Kissinger made two more trips in 1966, again meeting Ellsberg and also renewing a friendship with Daniel I. Davidson, a junior State Department official who would later become an aide to Ambassador W. Averell Harriman, the chief American negotiator at the Paris peace talks in 1968.I


In 1967, Kissinger earned the respect of the top echelon of the Johnson Administration, including the President and Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, by his discreet involvement in a four-month exchange of messages between Hanoi and Washington in which the United States sought to trade a halt to the bombing of North Vietnam for Hanoi’s agreement to begin serious peace negotiations. Johnson Administration officials now acknowledge that Kissinger played a far more important role than was known at the time in creating a much-needed reevaluation of American policy in the summer of 1967; his work indirectly led to the public peace talks between North Vietnam and the United States that began in Paris in May 1968.


Paul C. Warnke, then a senior Pentagon official, recalls that Kissinger visited McNamara early that summer and offered to relay messages to Hanoi through two French intellectuals, one of them a close friend of Ho Chi Minh, North Vietnam’s chief of state. McNamara was intrigued by the new channel of communication and asked Warnke to frame a fresh offer for Kissinger to carry to his friends in Paris.


Warnke turned to one of his brightest aides, Morton H. Halperin, who had been a Kissinger associate at Harvard. “Warnke pulled me in and said that Kissinger had just come back [from Paris] and told McNamara of a new chance for a settlement and nobody in the White House was taking it seriously,” Halperin says. Until that point, the American negotiating position had been rigid and unproductive, with President Johnson insisting that he would not stop the bombing of North Vietnam until Hanoi promised to stop the infiltration of men and matériel into South Vietnam. Hanoi, in turn, insisted that it would not begin talks until the American bombing of the North was unconditionally ended.


Encouraged by Kissinger’s offer, McNamara wanted a new approach. “Paul and I sat down and in a half-hour we wrote it out,” Halperin remembers. “We thought it was crazy to believe the North Vietnamese were going to totally stop the infiltration in return for stopping the bombing, when the fact was that the bombing could not stop the infiltration anyway. We couldn’t ask North Vietnam to stop doing what we couldn’t force them not to do.” The Warnke-Halperin proposal was to tell Hanoi that the United States would “assume” that it would reduce infiltration in response to a bombing halt, Halperin says. President Johnson later made the proposal public policy in a speech at San Antonio, Texas, in September 1967.


According to Halperin, “Kissinger was a catalyst in McNamara’s thinking.” Thus Kissinger became a trusted addition to the small group of Johnson Administration officials who were dedicated to turning the Vietnam War around. He began to spend more and more time in a State Department office, where he consulted regularly with Harriman, then a special assistant for the Vietnam negotiations.


Paul Warnke also recalls that Kissinger was “regarded as being a trusted consultant,” particularly after he was able to stimulate the new approach to negotiations. “If he had come to see me and begun talking about a secret negotiation,” Warnke says, “I would have assumed he was talking about it legitimately and I’d have had no problem talking to him about it.”


Kissinger’s 1967 negotiating efforts took him to Paris at least four times between June and October. Not a word leaked to the press. By then, Kissinger’s reputation was also high in the White House; friends from Harvard recall a Vermont weekend in early October when he ran up a huge telephone bill at a colleague’s vacation retreat talking to President Johnson and others. But they never found out from him what was up.


Kissinger protected his secrets, but he made sure that everyone knew how trusted he was. In July of 1968, he ran into John D. Negroponte, a young Foreign Service officer with whom he’d traveled during his first visit to South Vietnam in 1965. Negroponte had just been reassigned to the Paris peace talks, and, making small talk, told Kissinger that he could not tell him much—meaning that he did not know very much about the secret talks at that stage. Kissinger misunderstood. “Oh yes,” he said, “you can tell me anything because I have been cleared for everything now.”

—


In September 1968, Richard Allen did not know all the specifics about Kissinger’s work with the Johnson Administration, but he quickly learned that Kissinger was exceedingly cautious about their contacts. During the last two months of the campaign, the two men had four or five transatlantic conversations, with Kissinger initiating each call from pay telephones—to avoid interception, so Allen assumed. During one call, Kissinger startled Allen by asking, “You speak German, don’t you, Dick?” and the two men self-consciously exchanged a few sentences in German. Allen says that, to his surprise, his own German was more fluent than Kissinger’s. In subsequent telephone talks, Allen recalls, “all the important stuff was in English.”


One of Allen’s main contacts in his dealings with Kissinger was John N. Mitchell, Nixon’s law partner and campaign manager, who was to become Nixon’s Attorney General and closest confidant. Allen recalls telling Mitchell about the Kissinger connection and insisting that it be very closely held. “I laid heavy stress on protecting the source,” Allen says, “because it was a matter of high stakes. It was important that it [Kissinger’s role] be protected in the national interest.”


Allen also discreetly kept Kissinger’s name off the list of foreign affairs advisers that the Nixon campaign made public. Kissinger, as Allen informed Nixon in a private memorandum of September 22, 1968, preferred to “advise on an informal basis for the time being.” By then, Kissinger had been in Paris for five days, having told Daniel Davidson, now Harriman’s aide in Paris, that he was arriving on personal business September 17. Davidson had looked forward to the visit. Not only was Kissinger a trusted adviser known for his discretion, he was also caustic, bright, and witty—“fun to be with.” Harriman, now spending more time in Paris, enjoyed his visits, too.


Kissinger sailed on the Île de France, along with Davidson’s mother. Davidson offered to pick them both up at Le Havre and drive them to Paris. A day or two before the vessel was to arrive, Kissinger telephoned ship-to-shore to tell Davidson that, having had longer experience with Jewish mothers, he recommended that Davidson drive his mother alone. He would take the train, Kissinger said. It was a thoughtful suggestion, made with the special panache that only Kissinger seemed to have.


Davidson’s mother was coming to celebrate his thirty-second birthday, which was September 19, and the Île de France arrived two days earlier. While in Paris, Kissinger visited with Davidson and had dinner at least once with Cyrus R. Vance, the former Deputy Secretary of Defense who was Harriman’s chief deputy at the peace talks. Harriman had just flown back to Paris with important news from Washington: A breakthrough had finally been made in the long-stalled American negotiating position. Kissinger’s timing was perfect.


On September 17, President Johnson agreed to another last-ditch effort to get the Paris peace talks working before the presidential election on November 5. There was near-panic in the Democratic ranks: Humphrey was fourteen points behind Nixon in the Harris poll and still going nowhere. The peace formula conceded one of Hanoi’s basic bargaining points, a bombing halt without any formal preconditions, if it would agree to immediate peace talks. North Vietnam need not reciprocate before the bombs actually stopped falling, although the Johnson formula made it clear that Hanoi was expected to restrain its military activities afterward. Similar proposals had been privately advanced to Hanoi for more than a year, with no progress, because Johnson had insisted that North Vietnam, once at the peace talks, commit itself to serious negotiations and a quick resolution of the war. With less than two months left in the campaign, Johnson had finally agreed to drop that requirement. The new formula would lead to a breakthrough in the talks in early October and to President Johnson’s order to halt the bombing of North Vietnam on November 1.


Secrecy was essential in these talks, for the Johnson Administration needed to be able to control the flow of information to the press, to the Nixon campaign, and to Nguyen Van Thieu, the President of South Vietnam. If word of a possible agreement leaked out, the Thieu government might be tempted by the Republicans to stall the negotiations or find other ways to make it impossible to reach agreement before the election. Lyndon Johnson and his aides were already suspicious of the role of Richard Nixon. Johnson told an adviser a week after the Democratic defeat that in early October he and President Thieu had agreed on a joint statement supporting negotiations, but Thieu had suddenly backed away. Jack Valenti, one of Johnson’s closest confidants, quotes Johnson in his memoirs as saying that “hard information had come to him that representatives of Nixon reached President Thieu and urged him not to accept” any last-ditch negotiations, suggesting he would get a better deal if Nixon won the election.


Exactly how much Henry Kissinger was able to learn during the few days he spent in Paris in late September is not clear. Davidson was not fully briefed on the new initiatives at the time of the Kissinger visit, although he knew “something was going on.” He says that he would certainly have discussed whatever he knew with Kissinger. During his stay Kissinger often spoke of the presidential election: “Henry told me, ‘Six days a week I’m for Hubert, but on the seventh day, I think they’re both awful.’ ” Another matter was also discussed. Kissinger was reasonably certain he would be offered a post in either a Humphrey or a Nixon administration, probably as an Assistant Secretary of State or of Defense. When that happened, he promised, Davidson would become his principal deputy.


The best source for what happened next is Richard Nixon himself, in his memoirs, RN, published in 1978. Johnson’s bombing halt, Nixon wrote, “came as no real surprise to me. I had known for several weeks that plans were being made for such an action . . . I had learned of the plan through a highly unusual channel. It began on September 12, when Haldeman brought me a report from John Mitchell that Rockefeller’s foreign policy adviser, Henry Kissinger, was available to assist us with advice.”II


Nixon goes on: “I knew that Rockefeller had been offering Kissinger’s assistance and urging that I make use of it ever since the convention. I told Haldeman that Mitchell should continue as liaison with Kissinger and that we should honor his desire to keep his role completely confidential.”


On September 26, two weeks after Mitchell’s first contact with Kissinger, Nixon wrote, “Kissinger called again. He said that he had just returned from Paris, where he had picked up word that something big was afoot regarding Vietnam. He advised that if I had to say anything about Vietnam during the following week, I should avoid any new ideas or proposals.”


Nixon took the advice. He immediately issued a memorandum to his staff advisers and speech writers ordering them, as he wrote, “to put the Vietnam monkey on Humphrey’s back, not Johnson’s. I wanted to make it clear that I thought it was Humphrey rather than the President who was playing politics with the war.” Over the next few weeks, Nixon spoke cautiously, as Kissinger advised, about the war, going so far as to tell a rally in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, that he would support a bombing pause if it would increase the chance for peace and not endanger American lives. “And the one man who can make that determination,” Nixon added, “is the President of the United States.”


Nixon writes that Kissinger had advised him he considered it “proper and reasonable” to warn the candidate against “making any statements that might be undercut by negotiations I was not aware of.” Yet John Mitchell remembers that his direct link to Kissinger was considered one of the campaign’s most important secrets—so vital that the trusted Bryce Harlow and even Richard Allen, who was busily reporting about his own communications with Kissinger, were kept in the dark. “I thought Henry was doing it because Nelson wanted him to,” Mitchell says. “Nelson asked Henry to help and he did.”


There could be little doubt about the magnitude of Kissinger’s personal risk in providing help for the Nixon camp. Harriman, former Governor of New York and Ambassador to the Soviet Union, was one of the Democratic Party’s most prominent members; his elegant home in Georgetown had been the scene of many of the party’s successful fund raisers and its most glittering social occasions. One close Harriman aide, asked later what his boss would have thought of Kissinger’s go-between role, cited Harriman’s deep loyalty to the Democrats and added: “He would have regarded the use of anything he told Kissinger to assist Richard Nixon as a personal betrayal.”


Nixon and his close advisers—Haldeman and Mitchell among them—were impressed by Kissinger’s work. On September 27, shortly after Kissinger passed the warning of a possible breakthrough in Paris, Nixon had an off-the-record chat with Joseph Kraft, the syndicated columnist, whom the Nixon forces considered one of the few balanced reporters on the campaign.III On a flight from Chattanooga to Tampa, as the two men discussed foreign policy jobs in a Republican White House, Kraft was surprised when Nixon told him Kissinger was the leading contender for the job of Special Assistant for National Security Affairs. Nixon described Kissinger as being tough-minded and obviously “had a very, very high opinion of him. . . . It was clear to me that [Kissinger] was the guy who was going to get the job.”


In an interview in 1977, filmed but not broadcast for public television, Kraft further recalled that he bumped into Kissinger a few days later. “I had been seeing quite a little bit of him because he was weaving in and out as one of the Vietnam negotiators. He was extremely secretive and would never say anything about what he was doing—at least to me.” Nonetheless, Kraft said, “I mentioned it to Henry, who immediately acted the way he did in those days, and to a certain extent still does when some good fortune comes his way—he became a totally scared rabbit, and he said, ‘Please don’t mention this to anybody else.’ And then he called me several times during the day—once from the Washington airport, another time from the airport in New York, another time from the airport [in Boston], then from his house in Cambridge—each time telling me, ‘Please don’t mention it; keep it a secret.’ ”IV Kraft, of course, had no way of knowing about Kissinger’s most recent, self-generated involvement in the peace process.


The columnist was not the only person telling Kissinger that he was in line for the national security adviser’s job under Nixon. Sometime in late September, Richard Allen advised Kissinger to make it clear to the men at the top that he was available. “You’re the guy for the job,” Allen said. Kissinger played coy, telling Allen, “I would not seek the job, but if asked, I’d consider it.” The conversation was relayed to the top echelon of the Nixon staff.


It was also in late September that the Nixon campaign got its second report from Kissinger, relayed by Haldeman and Mitchell. Nixon recalls in his memoirs that Kissinger warned that “there is a better than even chance that Johnson will order a bombing halt at approximately mid-October.” A Haldeman memo, referring to Kissinger as “our source,” included the following advice: “Our source does not believe that it is practical to oppose a bombing halt but does feel thought should be given to the fact that it may happen—that we may want to anticipate it—and that we certainly will want to be ready at the time it does happen.” And again, “Our source is extremely concerned about the moves Johnson may take and expects that he will take some action before the election.”


Kissinger was right. On October 9, at the regular weekly meeting in Paris between the North Vietnamese and United States delegations, there was another breakthrough. The North Vietnamese specifically asked Ambassador Harriman whether the new United States position meant that the bombing of North Vietnam would be stopped if the Hanoi government agreed to change its policy and sit at the Paris conference table with representatives of the South Vietnamese government, led by Nguyen Van Thieu. Harriman said yes, adding that North Vietnam must agree to respect the demilitarized zone between North and South Vietnam and must also agree to refrain from violence against the cities of South Vietnam.


Hanoi’s representatives then asked a direct question: “Will you stop the bombing if we give you an affirmative clear answer to the question of Saigon government participation?” The Johnson Administration began a series of intensive consultations in Saigon and Washington in an effort to arrive at an answer. One implicit aspect of the bargain was that South Vietnam would finally be in negotiations with the National Liberation Front, the opposition guerrilla force in the South known as the Vietcong, which was part of the North Vietnamese delegation.


On October 12, Kissinger telephoned Allen again and reported, according to the Nixon memoirs, that “there was a strong possibility that the administration would move before October 23.” Kissinger “rather cryptically . . . reported that there was ‘more to this than meets the eye.’ ” Two days later, the Johnson Administration decided that the answer to Hanoi’s question would be yes, leading to the final negotiations that produced the bombing halt on November 1.


Kissinger’s last telephone call before the election was his most dramatic. Some twelve hours before the bombing halt, Kissinger telephoned Allen and excitedly announced, “I’ve got important information.” He went on to say that in Paris Harriman and Vance had “broken open the champagne” because a bombing halt had been negotiated and would soon be announced. Kissinger’s latest information was “absolutely hot stuff,” Allen says. “My heart went into my mouth.”


By this time, Humphrey’s campaign had taken hold, sparked by the constant rumors of a breakthrough in Paris and by his new willingness to separate himself from the President on the war. The latest polls showed him two points behind Nixon. The election was going to be very close.


There was a direct telephone line from the New York campaign headquarters to Nixon, and Allen quickly relayed Kissinger’s last-minute information about the champagne party. Allen later said, “My attitude was that it was inevitable that Kissinger would have to be part of our administration. . . . Kissinger had proven his mettle by tipping us. It took some balls to give us those tips.” Allen was well aware that it was “a pretty dangerous thing for him to be screwing around with the national security.”


John Mitchell was impressed, too: “Henry’s information was basic. We were getting all of our information from him.”


The last weeks of the campaign must have been agonizing ones for Kissinger, as he watched Humphrey climb steadily in the polls. In late October, while he was still in telephone contact with the Nixon advisers, Kissinger wrote a letter to Humphrey, criticizing Nixon and offering his services to a Humphrey administration. The letter came to the attention of Ted Van Dyke, one of Humphrey’s closest aides, a man who, as it happened, knew of Kissinger’s aborted promise to give the Humphrey campaign his secret files on Nixon.


“Later we get this letter—when the gap begins to close in the last month—from Kissinger indicating his distaste for Nixon and his willingness to serve,” Van Dyke recalls. “It was so grotesque.” Humphrey had corresponded with hundreds of academics in his years of campaigning, the aide adds, but to his knowledge Kissinger had never written to Humphrey before. “I wasn’t angry at him,” Van Dyke says. “I remember Henry being a both-sides-of-the-street kind of guy.”


It is still impossible to assess the full significance of Kissinger’s role in Nixon’s election victory; how much he did and how important his information was is not in the record. But it is certain that the Nixon campaign, alerted by Kissinger to the impending success of the peace talks, was able to get a series of messages to the Thieu government making it clear that a Nixon presidency would have different views on the peace negotiations.


Two days after the White House announced that South Vietnam would participate in the Paris peace talks, and three days before the American election, Thieu sabotaged the agreement. In a speech in Saigon on November 2, he said his government would not participate as long as the North Vietnamese were representing the Vietcong. President Johnson, enraged by intelligence reports alleging that the Nixon campaign was deliberately trying to disrupt the peace talks, ordered the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Central Intelligence Agency to find out who was leaking details of the Paris negotiations to the Republicans.


Johnson never got his man—or woman. Not until 1980, when she published her autobiography, The Education of Anna, did Mrs. Anna Chennault, a leading Republican fund raiser and ardent supporter of Taiwan and South Vietnam, acknowledge what was reported by intelligence agencies in 1968: that before the election she was in regular contact with Nixon and Mitchell about Saigon’s future. A few days before the election, she wrote, Mitchell telephoned with an urgent message. “Anna,” she quotes him as saying, “I’m speaking on behalf of Mr. Nixon. It’s very important that our Vietnamese friends understand our Republican position and I hope you have made that clear to them.”


In an interview with the author in early 1982, Mrs. Chennault insisted that Nguyen Van Thieu did not need Richard Nixon or John Mitchell to tell him that his government would do better by not participating in the Paris talks. (Thieu was quite capable, as he would demonstrate to Nixon and Kissinger in late 1972, of making up his own mind.) “Thieu was saying to me, I don’t care who’s going to be the next President. There are no peace talks in Paris. It’s just a smokescreen. I’m not going to Paris until after the elections.” Officials with first-hand knowledge of events in the fall of 1968 recall, however, that both Nixon and Johnson were convinced that Thieu’s attitude toward the peace talks could be influenced by American pressure. In the last weeks of the election campaign, they say, there was intense intelligence agency traffic on Madame Chennault, who was code-named “The Little Flower.” “The agencies had caught on that Chennault was the go-between between Nixon and his people and President Thieu in Saigon,” a former Johnson Cabinet official recalls. “The idea was to bring things to a stop in Paris and prevent any show of progress.” According to this official, Lyndon Johnson decided not to make the information public for two reasons: the sensitivity of the methods used to collect the intelligence and the fact that Johnson, angry at Humphrey’s defection on the war, “had no interest in defeating Nixon. He wasn’t going to do anything for the purpose of seeing Nixon discredited.” Mrs. Chennault, in her 1982 interview, said that Nixon and Mitchell went to great lengths after the election to seek reassurances that she would not talk. She told of many conversations with Mitchell, who became her neighbor and frequent dinner guest in Washington’s Watergate apartment complex. The high point of Mitchell’s anxiety, she said, came after his nomination as Attorney General; “he was concerned even after he was confirmed.” At a White House reception in early 1969, President Nixon took her aside and said, “Anna, you’re a good soldier and we are grateful.” She understood what the President meant. Nixon remained anxious about both the failure of the preelection peace talks and what the Democrats might have learned about his role in insuring that failure. It was not until much later, Mrs. Chennault added, that Mitchell confided to her the name of the man responsible for supplying the inside information about Lyndon Johnson’s attempt to make a last-minute settlement of the war—Henry Kissinger.

—


In the first volume of his memoirs, White House Years, published in 1979, Kissinger discussed only a few of his preelection contacts with the Nixon campaign. “During the national campaign in 1968,” he wrote, “several Nixon emissaries—some self-appointed—telephoned me for counsel. I took the position that I would answer specific questions on foreign policy, but that I would not offer general advice or volunteer suggestions.”V He specifically denied any direct contact during the campaign.


Kissinger wrote that his direct contact with the Nixon camp began a few weeks after the election, when Dwight Chapin, who was to become Nixon’s appointments secretary, invited Kissinger to meet with the President-elect on November 25. The call came while Kissinger was attending a luncheon strategy session in Manhattan with Nelson Rockefeller and a few associates to deal with the question whether Rockefeller should take a Cabinet position in the Nixon Administration if one were offered. After the call, Kissinger wrote, the men resumed their conversation “as if nothing had happened. No one at the lunch could conceive that the purpose of the call would be to offer me a major position in the new Administration.”


Other sources, with direct access to Kissinger, make clear that Kissinger expected his high-risk reporting for the Nixon campaign to project him into the post of national security adviser. According to a biography of Kissinger by Marvin and Bernard Kalb—which, as the authors acknowledge, was prepared with Kissinger’s cooperation—Kissinger had earlier discussed that job with Helmut Sonnenfeldt, a State Department intelligence official who, like Kissinger, had come to the United States as a refugee from Nazi Germany and who had been in the Army in Germany with Kissinger at the end of World War II. The Kalbs’ book quoted Sonnenfeldt as telling Kissinger shortly after the Republican convention that he, Kissinger, had the best credentials for the job. Kissinger “demurred,” but did manage to offer Sonnenfeldt a chance to join him at the NSC if the job should materialize.


What the Kalbs did not report is that shortly after the election Kissinger sought again to bring himself to Nixon’s attention via an alarming report to William Buckley. On that day, November 12, Secretary of Defense Clark M. Clifford had publicly warned Thieu that unless he agreed to participate in the Paris peace talks, the United States would be compelled to proceed without him. At a news conference, Clifford made no effort to conceal his anger, according to a report in the New York Times, at Thieu’s last-minute objections to the Johnson bombing halt negotiations.


“Nixon should be told,” Kissinger told Buckley, “that it is probably an objective of Clifford to depose Thieu before Nixon is inaugurated. Word should be gotten to Nixon that if Thieu meets the same fate as Diem, the word will go out to the nations of the world that it may be dangerous to be America’s enemy, but to be America’s friend is fatal.” Kissinger urged Buckley to relay the information to the President-elect to prevent any such action. Buckley telephoned Frank Shakespeare, a senior vice president of CBS whom Nixon was about to nominate as director of the United States Information Agency, and told him, as Shakespeare recalls, “This is an important matter.” Shakespeare, as Buckley knew, had access to the Nixon inner circle, and he quickly set up the first Nixon-Kissinger meeting with a telephone call to John Mitchell.VI


The fact that there was no known basis for Kissinger’s concern about high-level Democratic assassination plots proved to be irrelevant over the next few days. Kissinger, with his warnings of such plots, was once again proving himself a loyalist—and his fealty was undoubtedly linked to Nixon’s decision to grant the interview on November 25. By then, there was ample reason for Nixon to believe that Kissinger had established sufficient credentials to be considered for the national security adviser’s position.


Richard Allen recalls that a few days after the election, James Keogh, a senior campaign aide, asked him—as Nixon’s foreign affairs coordinator in the campaign—whom he would recommend for national security adviser. Allen answered without hesitation. He “thought Henry was the best and the brightest.”


A few days later, Peter M. Flanigan, Nixon’s deputy campaign manager, who was responsible for political appointments, asked Allen what he thought of Kissinger for the NSC job. Allen quickly filled Flanigan in on Kissinger’s behind-the-scenes activity during the campaign. “I told Flanigan that Henry helped us a lot,” Allen says.


Nixon, discussing how he came to pick Kissinger, made it plain in his memoirs that he viewed the secret reporting as vital: “During the last days of the campaign, when Kissinger was providing us with information about the bombing halt, I became more aware of both his knowledge and his influence.” Nixon was impressed not only by Kissinger’s extensive knowledge and contacts, but also by his willingness to make use of those assets. “I had a strong intuition about Henry Kissinger,” he wrote.


Nixon had found his man, and, after the two had another talk on November 27, he offered Kissinger the job—which, Nixon said, was immediately accepted.


Kissinger, not surprisingly, had a different recollection. In his memoirs, he described himself as unsure about what job was really being offered when he first talked with Nixon. And then, Kissinger wrote, upon being specifically told before the second meeting that he was being offered the NSC position he coveted, he asked the President-elect to give him a week to decide. Two days later he said yes.


During those days, while Nixon believed Kissinger had agreed to take the job, Kissinger went to friends at Harvard and elsewhere, sharing his secret and asking advice. At an academic conference that week at Princeton University, for example, Kissinger ran into Carl Kaysen, former deputy assistant for national security affairs in the Kennedy Administration, and talked with him privately. “Henry told me that he’d gotten a call from Nixon and, to his utter astonishment, Nixon had asked him to be his national security adviser,” Kaysen says. “ ‘Am I equal to the task, Carl?’ he asked me. ‘I’m so scared.’ ”


Of the many colleagues and friends who were sought out for advice, most recall their amused conviction that the only advice Kissinger wanted was that he take the job.





I. Ellsberg first met Richard Nixon in 1964. The former Vice President was passing through Vietnam on a visit and arranged a lunch at the Saigon home of retired Major General Edward G. Lansdale, a free-wheeling expert on counterinsurgency who had known Nixon during the Eisenhower years. Lansdale, who was then the embassy’s senior liaison officer with the South Vietnamese, wanted the support of Nixon—who was still a major voice in Republican affairs—in urging the Saigon government not to interfere with its pending national elections. Lansdale’s team, including Ellsberg, assembled for the meal, and Nixon asked Lansdale what he and his men were up to. “We want to . . . make this the most honest election that’s ever been held in Vietnam,” Lansdale replied. “Oh sure, honest, yes, honest, that’s right,” Nixon said. “So long as you win.” With that, Ellsberg later wrote, Nixon “winked, drove his elbow hard into Lansdale’s arm, and, in a return motion, slapped his own knee. My teammates turned to stone.”


II. Former Nixon associates told me in late 1979 that Nixon based this part of his autobiography on handwritten notes provided by H. R. (Bob) Haldeman, his White House Chief of Staff.


III. Kraft and Walter Lippmann, generally considered Democratic columnists, were both writing that Nixon would be freer and able to do more to end the war than Hubert Humphrey.


IV. Nixon floated Kissinger’s name with another reporter, Theodore H. White. In his book on the 1972 campaign, White recalled a conversation in September of 1968. He wanted a young team, Nixon told the journalist, men between thirty and forty who could move hard and fast. The candidate suddenly asked, “What did I think of Henry Kissinger for foreign affairs?” White did not record his answer.


V. William F. Buckley, Jr., editor of the conservative National Review, has a different recollection. In his 1974 memoir, United Nations Journal: A Delegate’s Odyssey, he wrote that Kissinger invited him to lunch shortly after the Republican convention. Kissinger “had a few ideas he thought would be interesting to Nixon, in framing his foreign policy campaign speeches. But these ideas he must advance discreetly, as he would not wish it to appear, having just now left the dismantled Rockefeller staff, to be job-seeking.” Buckley dutifully telephoned Nixon’s headquarters and praised Kissinger and his suggestions, but nothing, apparently, came of that contact.


VI. Buckley, citing his “notes” of the conversation, described the Kissinger call in his 1974 United Nations memoir. Earlier, however, he gave a far more dramatic version. Edward J. Rozek, a conservative Republican with close ties to the Nixon White House, recalls that in mid-1971 Buckley told friends in the Pentagon that Kissinger claimed, in the telephone call, to have heard that the Johnson Administration was planning to assassinate Thieu. Rozek, who later became director of the Institute of Comparative Politics and Ideologies at the University of Colorado, wrote about the Buckley conversation in a 1980 review of Kissinger’s memoirs. He remembered discussing the matter with Frank Shakespeare a year or so later, when Shakespeare made a speech at the University of Colorado. At that time, Rozek wrote, Shakespeare also linked Kissinger’s call to an alleged assassination. In a conversation with me in early 1982, however, Shakespeare said he could not remember any mention of assassination. Buckley, through his office, also said Kissinger had not mentioned assassination. Rozek wrote to me that he would stand by his account, which was published in Survey magazine in London. He was convinced that “there was no truth” to Kissinger’s claim that Thieu’s life was in danger.
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A NEW NSC SYSTEM


HENRY KISSINGER’S PERFORMANCE in the two months between his selection as Special Assistant for National Security Affairs and the inauguration of Richard Nixon seemed flawless. His academic credentials were widely praised in the press. He assembled a first-rate staff, and he successfully met his first presidential demand: new guidelines for the control of foreign policy. Nixon and Kissinger wanted authority shifted to the White House and thus to themselves. In a pattern that was to become typical, Nixon stayed largely in the background during the struggle over the new NSC system in late December and January. It was Kissinger who dealt with the resentment of the State Department and of its newly appointed Secretary, William P. Rogers. And it was Kissinger, representing the insistent demands of his patron, who seemed to win the major victory over Rogers.


Kissinger’s goal was institutional power. The NSC had been set up, at the same time as the Central Intelligence Agency, by the National Security Act of 1947, which assigned it the task of advising the President “with respect to the integration of domestic, foreign and military policies relating to national security.” But the NSC was to be more than a clearing house for competing interests in the bureaucracy. Congress also ordered it to independently “assess and appraise the objectives, commitments, and risks of the United States in relation to our actual and potential military power.” Statutory NSC members included the President, the Vice President, the Secretaries of State and Defense, and the director of the Office of Emergency Planning, with the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the director of Central Intelligence serving as advisers.


The 1947 legislation also called for an executive director of the National Security Council, who, in theory, was to have immense influence on the control and monitoring of the overseas operations of the armed forces and the intelligence agencies. But each President, beginning with Harry S Truman, tended to delegate responsibility for national security affairs to a special assistant on his White House staff who operated independently of the NSC and its executive director. During the Eisenhower Administration, the NSC system became heavily bureaucratized, with the establishment of a formal Planning Board that monitored all foreign policy papers going to the President for review. The result was cautious consensus and generalized policy guidance that diluted the influence of the NSC and did little to challenge the authority of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, who had close personal and philosophical ties to the President. President Kennedy further eschewed the NSC’s formal apparatus and moved the job of assistant to the President for national security affairs into the limelight with the appointment of McGeorge Bundy, a Harvard professor and dean of faculty. In crises Kennedy consistently bypassed the NSC, with its interagency discussions and disputes, and brought decision making into the White House on an ad hoc basis. During the Cuban missile crisis in the fall of 1962, for example, decisions were made and ratified through what was called the Excomm, a hastily assembled committee of Kennedy insiders, on which Bundy played a significant role. The NSC and its executive director continued to operate in these years, but had increasingly little of import to do. President Johnson also chose to maneuver informally on key issues, especially in dealing with the war in Vietnam, and eventually set up a regular Tuesday lunch at which the administration’s principals, including Walt W. Rostow, who became special assistant after Bundy resigned in 1966, would meet to discuss and formulate policy without any advance memoranda or planning. During those years, the staff aides on the NSC routinely found themselves serving in support of the President’s assistant for national security affairs, and the size of the NSC staff steadily increased. By the early 1960s, NSC staff aides were filling dozens of offices in the White House and the Executive Office Building. The NSC executive director, with his small staff, also maintained offices in the Executive Office Building. The two staffs were not formally consolidated until Richard Nixon took office.

—


Of the men closest to the President-elect in December 1968, Kissinger was the most experienced in national security affairs. He had been a consultant to the NSC under Kennedy, and was far from a newcomer to covert intelligence operations. He had served in the Army Counterintelligence Corps at the close of World War II and stayed on active duty in occupied West Germany after the war. He was eventually assigned to the 970th CIC Detachment, whose functions included support for the recruitment of ex-Nazi intelligence officers for anti-Soviet operations inside the Soviet bloc.I After entering Harvard as an undergraduate in 1947, at age twenty-four, he retained his ties, as a reserve officer, to military intelligence. By 1950, he was a graduate student and was working part time for the Defense Department—one of the first at Harvard to begin regular shuttles to Washington—as a consultant to its Operations Research Office. That unit, under the direct control of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, conducted highly classified studies on such topics as the utilization of former German operatives and Nazi partisan supporters in CIA clandestine activities. In 1952, Kissinger was named a consultant to the director of the Psychological Strategy Board, an operating arm of the National Security Council for covert psychological and paramilitary operations. In 1954, President Eisenhower appointed Nelson Rockefeller his Special Assistant for Cold War Planning, a position that involved the monitoring and approval of covert CIA operations. These were the days of CIA successes in Iran, where the Shah was installed on the throne, and in Guatemala, where the government of Jacobo Arbenz, considered anti-American and antibusiness, was overthrown. In 1955, Kissinger, already known to insiders for his closeness to Rockefeller and Rockefeller’s reliance on him, was named a consultant to the NSC’s Operations Coordinating Board, which was then the highest policy-making board for implementing clandestine operations against foreign governments.


Kissinger has written and said little about his high-level exposure to clandestine operations in the early 1950s. Former intelligence officials recall that the young Harvard scholar had come to the attention of Allen Dulles, Eisenhower’s influential CIA director, even before the Rockefeller appointment. “He was highly regarded,” according to Elmer B. Staats, who was executive director of the Operations Coordinating Board from 1953 to 1958. “Allen spoke of his meetings with him. He and Walt Rostow [who then was a professor at MIT] were considered kind of a team.”


One little-known fact is that in late 1955 Rockefeller was replaced as the presidential adviser on Cold War strategy by Vice President Nixon. There is no record of Nixon’s having met Kissinger in those days, although many former intelligence aides consider it highly likely that Nixon was aware of Kissinger’s intelligence work.


There is evidence, however, that Nixon and Kissinger, within days of Kissinger’s appointment, were working in far more harmony than outsiders—and many Nixon insiders—could perceive. The grab for control had been signaled at President-elect Nixon’s news conference on December 2, 1968, at which he made the formal announcement of Kissinger’s appointment and introduced his national security adviser to the press. Nixon told the press that Kissinger would move immediately to revitalize the National Security Council system. He would set up “a very exciting new procedure for seeing to it that the next President of the United States does not hear just what he wants to hear, which is always a temptation for White House staffers, but that he hears points of view covering the spectrum. . . .” In addition, “Dr. Kissinger is keenly aware of the necessity not to set himself up as a wall between the President and the Secretary of State or the Secretary of Defense. I intend to have a very strong Secretary of State.”


Nixon’s public statements had little to do with what he wanted done. At their first meeting, on November 25, according to Kissinger’s memoirs, Nixon talked about “a massive organizational problem . . . He had very little confidence in the State Department. Its personnel had no loyalty to him; the Foreign Service had disdained him as Vice President and ignored him the moment he was out of office. He was determined to run foreign policy from the White House. He thought the Johnson Administration had ignored the military and that its decision-making procedures gave the President no real options. He felt it imperative to exclude the CIA from the formulation of policy; it was staffed by Ivy League liberals who behind the façade of analytical objectivity were usually pushing their own preferences. They had always opposed him politically.”


Kissinger records himself as merely agreeing that “there was a need for a more formal decision-making process.” Nixon recalls much enthusiasm. In his memoirs, he even credits Kissinger with actually articulating the notion of centralizing power in the NSC inside the White House: “Kissinger said he was delighted that I was thinking in such terms. He said that if I intended to operate on such a wide-ranging basis, I was going to need the best possible system for getting advice. . . . Kissinger recommended that I structure a national security apparatus within the White House that, in addition to coordinating foreign and defense policy, could also develop policy options for me to consider before making decisions.”


The dispute between Kissinger and Nixon over who proposed what remains, but the fact is that what they discussed in private that November—the centralization of power in the White House—was not hinted at in their news conference. Kissinger attributed Nixon’s misleading remarks to the press to the President-elect’s fear of criticism over the proposed NSC restructuring. “In his eagerness to deflect any possible criticism,” Kissinger wrote in his memoirs, Nixon “announced a program substantially at variance with what he had told me.” Kissinger was untroubled by such discrepancies. “The pledges of each new Administration,” he explained, “are like leaves on a turbulent sea.”

—


The press was handled readily enough, as it would be throughout their first term, but the President-elect and his new adviser had a much more formidable task convincing some of Nixon’s senior campaign staff that all authority should reside in the President’s office. During this intense and secret preinaugural struggle to gain control of the NSC, Nixon came out of the shadows at least once, to help Kissinger manipulate and deceive a senior member of the staff. Their first opponent was Bryce Harlow, the former Eisenhower aide, who had served Nixon faithfully during the 1968 campaign and who seemed to have authority in those early days. His first recommendation about the NSC was accepted, and Nixon brought in General Andrew J. Goodpaster, deputy commander of the American forces in South Vietnam, to serve as his temporary military adviser.


General Goodpaster had been on the White House staff during the Eisenhower Administration, handling national security matters. Those were the years, in Harlow’s eyes, when the NSC functioned as an advisory and analytic group rather than a policy maker, as it did under such strong-willed men as McGeorge Bundy and Walt Rostow in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations. In mid-December, Harlow presented these views to Kissinger and Nixon. “My idea,” he says, “was that Kissinger should be a faceless, anonymous professional whose role is to produce papers for the great to work their will on. I told them they had to return the NSC to its rightful role.” He left pleased with the meeting and with Kissinger’s apparent assent, but he was already a marked man. Named as one of four presidential assistants after the inauguration, he quickly found his title meaningless and his duties constricted in a White House run by Nixon, H. R. Haldeman as Chief of Staff, John D. Ehrlichman, then White House Counsel, and Henry Kissinger.


Harlow would come to understand later that Kissinger and Nixon did not want the NSC to be an anonymous funnel, but to seize control, to tell the bureaucracies what to research and when to report. Setting up the new machinery was Kissinger’s first, and most vital, assignment. But heretofore he had served only as a part-time White House consultant and knew little of the day-to-day workings of the special assistant’s office and the National Security Council. How to begin? At this point, he turned to Morton Halperin, the thirty-year-old Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense. Halperin, aggressive, secretive, and ambitious, was considered among the brightest administrators in the Pentagon. He had played an important role in helping the Johnson Administration begin to reverse its policies in Vietnam, and had become a major force in that administration’s planning on strategic arms control. Working for the Nixon Administration posed no problem for him; he was a Republican who had been one of the founders of the liberal Republican Ripon Society in the mid-1960s. Early in 1967, when he was in the Pentagon, he had even been approached about becoming Nixon’s international policy adviser during the 1968 presidential primaries. He had also spent six years teaching a series of defense policy courses at Harvard with Kissinger, beginning in 1961, the year he earned his doctorate in political science at Yale. He had been lobbying for a NSC job since Kissinger’s appointment was announced.


Halperin was in the right spot at the right time. He was scheduled to give a lecture on December 16 to Kissinger’s national security policy seminar at Harvard—a Government Department course attended by many military and civilian officials in mid-career—and it turned out to be Kissinger’s last Cambridge appearance. The two men talked and Kissinger asked Halperin to join his staff. His first assignment would be to prepare a paper on systems-analysis techniques that could be used in foreign-policy decision making. Halperin, seizing the opportunity, took it upon himself to draft a broad memorandum that placed nearly all the power in the hands of the national security adviser.


Halperin understood the needs of his master as well as Kissinger understood the needs of his. The projected system gave Kissinger the power to decide the agenda for National Security Council meetings and also made him chairman of the review group that considered the various option papers prepared by the bureaucracy. Under the existing machinery, that function had been controlled by the State Department. In addition, Halperin’s memorandum gave Kissinger direct authority to order State and other agencies to prepare option papers on specific subjects; such orders were to be known as National Security Study Memoranda. The President’s policy decision, to be made after a National Security Council meeting, would take the form of a highly classified National Security Decision Memorandum written by Kissinger and his staff. Subsequent implementation of the President’s policy would be in the hands of an under secretary’s committee to be chaired by a State Department representative—the only important policy group that would still be led by State. That group would also handle issues not important enough for the full NSC. Under the proposed system, even the lower-level working groups for each geographical region would report directly to White House officials. Halperin’s paper was endorsed in full by Kissinger and became the basis for the subsequent NSC reorganization that Nixon approved.


It was now late December and Kissinger had begun assembling a temporary staff at Nixon’s postelection headquarters in the Hotel Pierre. One of the first aides was Lawrence S. Eagleburger, a Foreign Service officer with impeccable Republican credentials who was to emerge over the next few weeks as Kissinger’s personal aide and one of his closest deputies. Eagleburger, then thirty-eight years old, was a witty extrovert from Stevens Point, Wisconsin, with a very tough side—he was harshly anti-Soviet and a strong supporter of the use of force in diplomacy. His mother had worked in the local campaigns of Melvin R. Laird, the Wisconsin congressman whom Nixon had just nominated as Secretary of Defense. Kissinger turned the Halperin memorandum over to Eagleburger, directing him to recast it as a memorandum from Kissinger to the President—and to do so without telling Halperin. Another Kissinger aide, Roger Morris, also a Foreign Service officer, recalls Eagleburger’s immediate reaction to the Halperin paper: “Whatever happened to the Secretary of State?”


Eagleburger was nonplused by the Halperin document. Since he did not know enough about the procedural background to judge it, he quietly sought Halperin’s help and advice, as is normal in bureaucracy.II Despite their different backgrounds, Kissinger, Halperin, and Eagleburger were all superbly skilled at the bureaucratic game—with one exception: Kissinger did not at first seem to realize that he, as a senior government official, would certainly be the target of such maneuvers.


Halperin took the intrigue in stride: “I gave the paper to Henry and never saw it again. The next thing I knew Eagleburger saw me and said Henry wanted his help in redoing the memo for the President. Henry had told Eagleburger not to tell me, and so Eagleburger asked me not to say anything. Henry didn’t know that I knew what he’d done with my memo.” Halperin, eager for a major role on Kissinger’s staff, was not about to spoil his chances with unnecessary talk.


But Halperin had to suffer one minor indignity even then. Kissinger was afraid Goodpaster would want to leave his combat assignment permanently and remain the White House senior military adviser, as General Maxwell D. Taylor had been for Kennedy in 1961. Goodpaster would then be a direct competitor. Kissinger’s solution, Halperin says, was to demonstrate repeatedly to Goodpaster that the national security was in the hands of a tough-minded pragmatist. Since Halperin was viewed with suspicion by many Pentagon military men, he was to be kept out of sight. And so, as Halperin puts it, “One of Eagleburger’s jobs in the Hotel Pierre was to kick me out of Henry’s office if Goodpaster was coming.”


Goodpaster had been among the first to urge the President-elect to strengthen his control over the NSC. His goal, he told colleagues, was to provide a mechanism for presidential intervention on major policy decisions, thus preventing the Secretaries of State and Defense from getting locked into disputes from which they could not gracefully retreat. Goodpaster, of course, had no idea that his modest suggestions would be seized on to justify the drastic Nixon-Kissinger reorganization, which eliminated the potential for dispute between the Pentagon and State by eliminating the role of the latter. Under the new NSC procedure, senior military men would be able to present their important proposals directly to Kissinger without the prior clearance of the Secretary of Defense or his deputy.


On December 27, having successfully fooled Bryce Harlow and neutralized General Goodpaster, Kissinger submitted Halperin’s ten-page reorganization proposal to the President-elect. In a covering note, he apologized for the document’s length—even in 1967, ten pages was obviously too long for Nixon—and noted that General Goodpaster “agrees with my recommendations.” Nixon initialed his approval that day. The next day, the new administration’s principal foreign policy advisers were summoned to Nixon’s vacation home in Key Biscayne, Florida, for a five-hour meeting on foreign affairs. In attendance, along with Kissinger, were Laird, Rogers, Harlow, Goodpaster, and Spiro T. Agnew, the Vice President-elect. Kissinger had prepared a talking paper for the discussion, and Nixon, making it clear that he had already agreed to the reorganization, presented it for his advisers’ pro forma approval. He got it.


The press, briefed about the meeting on a background basis, was deliberately misled. Journalists were told, as the New York Times reported next morning, that Nixon intended to “enlarge the role of the National Security Council” and had ordered Kissinger to submit a reorganization plan for doing so “in the next few weeks . . . The President-elect is expected to give a sympathetic reception,” the Times said. The first stories on the proposed reorganization took what Kissinger and Nixon said at face value. James Reston, the eminent columnist for the Times, began what was to be a close relationship with Kissinger by noting two days after his appointment as national security adviser that it was “reassuring” that one of the new administration’s goals would be to rebuild the NSC and restore “the authority it had under President Eisenhower.” In an analytical article a few days later, Max Frankel, then the Washington bureau chief of the Times, elevated Kissinger’s academic standing to near-greatness. “At 45,” Frankel wrote, “he has become . . . a leader in the first generation of atomic-age scholars attempting to cope with the consequences of the balance of terror.” The warm notices for Kissinger undoubtedly reflected the Washington press corps’ immense relief that Nixon had not chosen someone with more right-wing views or of lesser intelligence. Another factor may have been the aura of Harvard. In any case, it seems clear that Kissinger did not have to cultivate a favorable press: It came with the job.

—


Within a few days, as word about the Kissinger-Nixon coup spread through the top ranks of the State Department, opposition mounted. But the would-be protesters first had to convince the newly nominated Secretary of State.


One of the mysteries of the Nixon era is why the President-elect decided to name William P. Rogers Secretary of State. Rogers, fifty-five years old at the time of his nomination, was a ranking Republican who had served as Attorney General in the Eisenhower Administration and who, with his wife, had befriended the Nixons in their years of crises while Nixon was Eisenhower’s Vice President. As Rogers grew more prosperous in his corporate law practice in New York City and Washington in the 1960s, he and Nixon, who had also begun practicing law in New York after his defeat in the California gubernatorial election, drifted apart. Rogers was not Nixon’s first choice for Secretary of State.III Nonetheless, Bryce Harlow recalls that when Nixon first discussed naming Rogers, it was agreed that he would be able to handle negotiations with the Russians. “He’s cold, mean and tough,” in Harlow’s assessment. Asked why, in that case, Rogers let himself and his department be overrun by Kissinger, Harlow could only say, “Rogers didn’t try. He could have whipped Kissinger easily.”


In reality, Kissinger won his bureaucratic wars not because Rogers did not try, but because Nixon wanted it that way. Rogers agreed to serve as Secretary of State with the knowledge that foreign affairs would be run from the White House and that he would have little to do with them. When Nixon first mentioned the job to him, Rogers says, he expressed reluctance to leave his law firm and recommended that the job be offered to Nelson Rockefeller. Rogers also told the President-elect that he knew little about foreign affairs. It was that ignorance, Nixon replied, that made the job his. “I was prepared to play a subordinate role,” Rogers recalls. “I recognized that he wanted to be his own foreign policy leader and did not want others to share that role. After all, the man who ran for office and won deserves [to make his own decisions]. I knew that Nixon would be the principal actor and, when Kissinger came along, I recognized that he would be a very valuable asset to the presidency.”


Rogers’ willingness to take a back seat insured the success of the bureaucratic restructuring. For all its failings, the new system might have operated in harmony—Nixon was, after all, the President—if Kissinger had not decided, sometime in his first years in office, that he should be Secretary of State in title as well as in practice. Rogers did seem to accept the limits of his role. One of Rogers’ aides remembers that in late December 1968 he urged his boss to discuss the revised guidelines directly with the President, but “Rogers told me that if we did go to the President, we wouldn’t win. He said it was better to ‘wedge out’ what we could.”


Rogers’ insight was correct—he was never to play a major role in the Nixon-Kissinger foreign policy. Although most published accounts of the Nixon-Rogers relationship have stressed their personal friendship, there is evidence that at best it was bittersweet; according to Rogers, the two men saw each other only rarely during the years they both lived in New York. Many of Rogers’ friends believe that Nixon was jealous of Rogers’ success as a corporate lawyer, and also of his attractiveness to and ease with women. Rogers’ social graces, unfortunately, did little to make up for his lack of experience in foreign affairs. Kissinger and many of his aides wrote him off as uninformed, even stupid, and a coward. From the moment of his first talk with the President-elect at the Hotel Pierre, he was marked as an ineffectual Secretary of State—with substantial consequences for the foreign policy of the Nixon Administration, since he was one of the few inclined to be conciliatory in moments of international crisis. Advice from a man who was viewed as having participated in his own beheading simply provoked further Nixon-Kissinger estrangement from the State Department and its “soft” diplomats.


Some senior State Department officials concluded years later that much of Rogers’ problem with Nixon was his own doing. Elliot L. Richardson, who was Under Secretary of State, offers one explanation: “Rogers could not psychologically bring himself to subordinate himself to Nixon, and that played right into Henry’s hands. Rogers felt that in terms of character and judgment he was a better man and he could not subordinate himself, which an effective Secretary of State must do. It’s true that Rogers didn’t have any inclination to engage in the strategic planning process—but he didn’t try.”


Rogers’ reluctance to fight created an immediate loss of morale in the State Department. Even before the Halperin memorandum on the NSC was presented to Nixon in Key Biscayne, Eagleburger had told Roger Morris about it in confidence.IV Out of loyalty to the Foreign Service, the two aides had then told Arthur A. Hartman, a career diplomat who was in charge of the State Department’s Senior Interdepartment Group, which until the Kissinger era held the major responsibility for monitoring the flow of papers inside the State Department. “We said,” Morris recalls, “ ‘You’re going to get screwed; you’re going to lose all kinds of power. We don’t think this building should be cut out.’ ” Hartman, who later became an Assistant Secretary of State under Kissinger, apologetically explained that no one wanted to fight Kissinger. “We can’t get anyone to step forward,” Hartman told Morris.


Morris and Eagleburger were upset and angry. “It was basically a lost cause,” Morris saw. “State’s idea was to wait it out and see if once the first wave of White House enthusiasm had passed, the bureaucratic flow would go back to State.”


U. Alexis Johnson was the most experienced by far of Rogers’ senior appointees and the most aggrieved by what was happening. As Deputy Under Secretary for Political Affairs in the Johnson Administration, he fit the mold of the tough-minded, relentlessly anti-Communist State Department official who was the essence of discretion. He was a hawk on Vietnam, and this, plus his long tours in Washington, finally earned him a post he had long desired: In 1966 he was appointed Ambassador to Japan. Rogers brought him back before the inauguration, promising to upgrade his title to Under Secretary of State and assuring him he would have full authority as the senior operating Foreign Service officer. All these promises, Johnson learned in a few moments at the Hotel Pierre, were in jeopardy. He had helped restructure the NSC in the Eisenhower years, and had been instrumental in establishing State’s Senior Interdepartment Group, which Henry Kissinger had now dismantled. There was a brief and unpleasant meeting with Kissinger. “I told Henry I’d heard what was up and told him what was wrong with it,” Johnson says. “We had a vigorous five-minute exchange. I was seeking to get the same kind of relationship we had with McGeorge Bundy. I wanted it clear when it was the President who wanted something or when it was he.” Kissinger was equally direct: “It’s already been decided and this is the way it’s going to be.” Johnson realized, after brief chats with Rogers and Richardson, that neither “had any notion what it was all about.” He returned to Japan to make his farewells, knowing that “we weren’t going to have the same kind of relationship with Kissinger as with Mac.” He sent Richardson a private message from Tokyo outlining his reservations, but it was too late. Returning to Washington he learned that “it was a fait accompli.” When Johnson, ever the bureaucrat, began working closely with Kissinger, he was reviled by many in the State Department, but in his view he was only doing what was necessary. “He honestly believed,” one of his aides explains, “that it was in the best interest of the country; that he had to be subservient to Henry to protect the Foreign Service.”


As word of the White House takeover seeped through State, even junior officers perceived what Kissinger understood very early—that despite all of the public talk about “policy options” and free-flowing dissent, Nixon wanted to chart the future course of the United States in secret and without opposition. And only with Kissinger. The irony that the President and his chief advisers were refusing to listen to dissent over a policy allegedly designed to open up channels for dissent obviously escaped Kissinger, who minimized his role and the Johnson encounter in his memoirs. Johnson, Kissinger wrote, had only made a foolish effort “to encourage Bill Rogers to fight a rearguard action to defend the preëminence of the State Department—which even five minutes’ conversation with Nixon could leave no doubt that the President-elect would ever tolerate.”


One staff member who looked on at the process was Richard M. Moose, another former Foreign Service officer who had worked for Rostow’s NSC and was an early Kissinger recruit. A liberal Democrat by background and inclination, he watched bemused as the State Department cut its own throat. “I had come down, may God forgive me,” Moose recalls with a grin, “for a very strong NSC. The more the State Department fought, the worse they dug themselves in.” Protests from Alexis Johnson and others in State “allowed Henry to appear to be protecting the President and the State Department to be defending the status quo.”


The next step—imposing the system on the bureaucracy—was the most crucial. Three National Security Decision Memoranda formally promulgating the new procedures were drafted by Halperin and Eagleburger, approved and signed by Nixon, and circulated on Inauguration Day. In addition, Kissinger ordered his staff to begin writing National Security Study Memoranda on topics ranging from Vietnam to foreign aid. The formal requests for the NSSMs were distributed to government offices on January 21.


This first batch of “requests” seemed to have three goals: First, they were a sincere effort to get the bureaucracy to begin thinking in terms of different options to foreign policy questions; second, they asserted the ascendancy of the Kissinger apparatus; and finally, with their requirements of lengthy studies and impossibly short deadlines, they were intended to overwhelm the “faceless civil servants” so despised by Nixon. In its first month in office, Kissinger’s staff issued twenty-two NSSMs requesting broad studies on every important issue before the new administration. Yet, as Kissinger concedes in his memoirs, the most important decisions were made without informing the bureaucracy, and without the use of NSSMs or NSDMs.


Morton Halperin, analyzing the NSC in a scholarly article years later, argued that the initiation of the system was not a “cynical act. The President certainly wanted it and some on Kissinger’s staff struggled to make it work.” Nonetheless, Halperin conceded, the system, as it evolved, seemed best equipped to deal with the secondary problems of the Nixon Administration.V


Richard Allen recalls that he and Kissinger discussed the system before the Nixon inauguration and Kissinger “knew at the time that the best of these studies wouldn’t see the light for a year. He kept them busy. He wanted to demoralize the bureaucracy by keeping them overwhelmed.”


In his memoirs, Kissinger dismissed the disputes over the revised National Security Council procedures as “important less in terms of real power than in appearance . . . Nor was it a crucial grant of power to me to the degree that was often alleged.” He repeatedly purveyed that view in his first years in the White House, telling one group of reporters that “I cannot believe that with seven people I am going to be able to take over both the State Department and the Defense Department,” and insisting that it was the President, and not he, who made the final decisions. In the Kalbs’ biography, he is quoted as saying, “There is no ‘Kissinger policy’ on the questions of substance. My task is to convey the full range of policy options to the President. If there were a ‘Kissinger policy,’ the whole new mechanism we have set up in the National Security Council—not to speak of relations between the governmental agencies—would be in shambles.”


But, of course, revised national security procedures insured that, far from providing options to a President Nixon who brooked no dissent, Kissinger would be in sole control of the flow of documents for the President to study. And since one of the most carefully kept secrets of the administration was how little independent consulting and study the President actually did, only a very few understood that Kissinger’s private advice was inevitably the one most relied upon by Nixon.


Even Halperin, who prided himself on his pragmatism and who had as much to do with the new NSC system as anyone besides Kissinger, did not at the outset fully comprehend Kissinger’s real objectives. On January 25, 1969, five days into the administration, the NSC was convened for its first meeting. The issue was Vietnam, and Halperin, now clearly Kissinger’s top aide, was assigned to summarize all the papers and prepare a covering memorandum for the President. He carefully listed the various options in the two- or three-page summary, leaving boxes for the President to initial his choices. The idea was to reduce the President’s work load: If Nixon chose not to read the attached documents, he could merely review Halperin’s summary (which, of course, came with Kissinger’s imprimatur) and make his decision. “Henry loved the summary and thought it was terrific. But, ‘Mort,’ he said, ‘you haven’t told the President what options we should choose.’ ”


“I thought to myself,” Halperin recalls, “we’re not supposed to be giving positions; we’re just supposed to send summaries of the options.” Years later, Halperin would realize how naïve he had been: “Henry had been publicly saying that we were just going to sort out the issues for the President. I didn’t know that Henry wanted to give him the decisions he should take. I was surprised—because I still believed what Henry had said.” The Kissinger summary papers, with their recommendations, would become the most secret documents in the Nixon White House.





I. The 970th Detachment, later known as the 66th CIC Detachment, was under orders after the war to collect information on ex-Nazis who could be utilized for anti-Soviet intelligence operations. Documents from the 66th Detachment later made available to Justice Department officials showed that among the unit’s functions was the compiling of research for use in a series of anti-Soviet operations in the Ukraine and elsewhere inside Russia. Such work was carried out at secret bases in Germany. Kissinger later transferred to the Army’s Military Intelligence Service and became an instructor at the Army’s European Command Intelligence School at Oberammergau, in western Germany, at the same time the facility was training American intelligence officers to exploit the use of Nazi collaborators who had fled from Eastern Europe to the displaced persons camps of western Germany. Kissinger stayed on at Oberammergau as a civilian instructor for a year after being mustered out of Army military intelligence in May of 1946. There is no evidence that Kissinger knew what was going on in the 970th CIC Detachment or at Oberammergau, in terms of the recruitment and use of former Nazi partisans for operations against the Soviet Union, but such activities, although highly classified, were an open secret among many military intelligence and CIC personnel in western Germany at the time.


II. Some would go further and argue that in the national-security area, trading information is a necessary part of the bureaucratic makeup. Openness, in this view, is a detriment. In 1965, Daniel Ellsberg was working for the late John T. McNaughton, a Pentagon official who played a key role on Vietnam issues in the Johnson Administration. “One day,” Ellsberg recalls, “just to flatter McNaughton in a friendly way, I told him that I’d had lunch at the State Department with someone who said to me, ‘The nice thing about your boss is he’s absolutely open and straightforward.’ I want you to know I defended your honor,” Ellsberg quotes himself as telling McNaughton. “I told him you were the most devious man I knew. He laughed and said, ‘Thank you.’ ”


III. Nixon’s first choice was reported to be Thomas E. Dewey, the former New York governor who narrowly lost the 1948 presidential election to Harry S. Truman. It’s not known whether the offer, if made, was a serious one. Nixon wrote in his memoirs that he had sounded out Dewey, through John Mitchell, to serve as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court in 1969 after the resignation of Abe Fortas. “But, as I expected,” Nixon wrote, “he ruled himself out because of his age.” According to the Kissinger memoirs, Dewey was also one of three men, including Kissinger, whom Nixon later considered for the job of emissary to China during the secret Washington-Peking talks.


IV. Morris’ complex relationship with Eagleburger is a good illustration of one path to success in the Foreign Service. Eagleburger rose quickly in the State Department by getting the right assignments at the right time. During the early 1960s, he was a junior officer in Belgrade, Yugoslavia; then he returned to Washington to serve as a line officer in the State Department’s executive secretariat, the clearing house for all communications between Washington and American embassies throughout the world. During the 1966 crisis, when France withdrew from NATO, President Johnson summoned former Secretary of State Dean Acheson as his special assistant and consultant on NATO matters. Acheson selected Eagleburger, known as a hardliner, as his aide, and Eagleburger, with the advantage of having an office in State and working for the White House, immediately began a sophisticated intelligence operation. He would sit in meetings at State and relay anything significant to Francis M. Bator, the National Security Council’s aide for NATO. By providing Bator with such inside information, he was aiding Bator in his job and building up a credit. When Acheson retired later in the year, Eagleburger naturally found himself with a job working with Bator in the NSC. While Eagleburger was making those moves, Morris was assigned, as a very junior Foreign Service officer, to work in the State Department’s European Bureau as a special assistant to John Leddy, Assistant Secretary of State for European Affairs. Morris quickly began passing information covertly from the European Bureau to Bator’s office in the White House, helping both Bator and Eagleburger. In June 1967, McGeorge Bundy, who had been national security adviser to President John F. Kennedy, was recruited by the Johnson Administration for a special assignment and asked Bator, an old colleague from Harvard, for a bright young assistant. Bator assigned Morris to Bundy’s staff; eventually Walt Rostow asked Morris to stay on the White House staff. Eagleburger, meanwhile, had been reassigned as a deputy to Nicholas de B. Katzenbach, the Johnson Administration’s Under Secretary of State, after Bator left the White House. It was Katzenbach, among others, who recommended Eagleburger to Kissinger in December 1968, when Kissinger was looking for a compatible Foreign Service officer to be an aide. “These games, and this espionage, were gentlemanly in the Johnson Administration,” Morris insists. “It was not malicious compared to what happened later.”


V. One notable success, cited by many former National Security Council aides, was the Nixon-Kissinger decision to ban chemical and biological weapons unilaterally. In National Security Decision Memorandum No. 35 on November 25, 1969, the White House proclaimed, after a series of internal NSC reviews, that it was renouncing the first use of lethal and incapacitating chemical weapons and submitting to the 1925 Geneva Protocol barring all use of asphyxiating, poisonous, or other gases. A similar renunciation of biological agents was announced, along with a major cutback in the Army’s budget for the weaponry. Roger Morris has argued that the National Security Council review process was essential in achieving the renunciations. Kissinger saw, Morris wrote in Uncertain Greatness, his 1977 study of Kissinger, “the prospect of a relatively painless unilateral arms control initiative valuable in setting the stage for later diplomacy with the Soviet Union.” Another factor, perhaps, was the chance for the White House to make a public announcement that would undercut the antiwar movement, then protesting, among other things, the My Lai massacre.
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CONSOLIDATING AUTHORITY


HENRY KISSINGER ENTERED the White House on Inauguration Day with immense power and no illusions about its source. He understood that his authority would never be disputed as long as he kept his sole client—Richard Nixon—pleased. Kissinger knew that as an outsider he would never be totally trusted by Haldeman, Ehrlichman and other Nixon loyalists on the White House staff. But he also realized that he was an oasis of intellect and of knowledge about foreign policy in the Nixon White House.


Morale was high among the members of Henry Kissinger’s reorganized National Security Council staff. They considered themselves a hand-picked elite, assembled not as a result of postelection patronage but solely on the basis of their expertise in foreign affairs and policy making. Eight members of the roughly thirty-man staff held doctorates; eight had served in the State Department; six were former members of the Johnson Administration’s NSC who had been asked to stay on; some came from the Pentagon, the Central Intelligence Agency, and academia. Many were Democrats who viscerally disliked Richard Nixon, but Kissinger had been persuasive from the start in promising that his National Security Council would be above politics.


Roger Morris had handled African affairs for Walt Rostow and had been flattered to be asked to meet with Kissinger late in December 1968, at a time when the new Nixon appointees were still feeling their way around Washington. Kissinger was late for the interview—as he would be for nearly every meeting in the next eight years—and asked Morris to ride with him to his next appointment. Once in the car, Kissinger was direct. “You’re a Democrat, aren’t you?” Before Morris could answer, Kissinger said, “Well, you’ve got to remember that I didn’t support this man either. I worked for Nelson Rockefeller. I was asked to take this job and I was astonished to be asked to take it, but I consider that I am working for the presidency, for the institution, and I expect everyone on my staff to consider that we are not a part of the political side of the White House. I want the best people I can get regardless of their personal affiliation. I expect to have Democrats and Republicans and I expect decisions to be made and advice given to me entirely independent of partisan considerations. You are working for the presidency; do not consider you are working for the man.”


Morris readily agreed to stay on the NSC staff. Bureaucratic life in the last year of the Johnson Administration had been stifling: The White House’s foreign policy had been intertwined with the Vietnam War to the exclusion of nearly all other issues. This would change, Morris was told. There would be an open system in which all options would be analyzed and then presented to the President for his decision.

—


Clearly, what Haldeman and others saw as an essential virtue in White House staff members—personal loyalty to Nixon—was being given a much lower priority by Kissinger. The President’s men, whose criteria placed such loyalty above all else, were inevitably suspicious of Kissinger’s generally young and moderate professional staff. Yet Haldeman, obviously acting on Nixon’s instructions, had not insisted on placing any of his people on Kissinger’s staff. There was tension, but even so, Kissinger immediately felt secure enough to take on and subdue Richard Allen, one of the few certified conservatives and Nixon loyalists on his newly formed staff, the man who had served so discreetly and loyally as the go-between while Kissinger was betraying both the peace talks and the Democrats that fall.


Allen had accepted a job as one of Kissinger’s chief aides in the National Security Council, and had even been introduced to the press along with Kissinger at the December 2 press conference. Kissinger had telephoned him a few days before to praise him effusively and invite him to breakfast. At breakfast, as part of the job offer, he promised to relay every one of Allen’s memoranda to Nixon “without any markings”: Allen’s access would be total. Kissinger then asked if Allen would escort his parents, who lived in New York, to the press conference. Allen was flattered. “I was sure of my role with Kissinger,” he recalls ruefully.


Allen learned much later that in those early weeks of December Kissinger privately complained to Nixon and Haldeman about an interview Allen gave shortly after the election to U.S. News & World Report, in which he suggested that the banning of antiballistic missile systems was an area “where agreement would be good for both sides.” Allen was told that Kissinger warned Nixon that the interview would “provoke” the Soviets. In mid-month, the New York Times published a friendly piece about Allen, describing him as “a hard worker, bright, articulate, open in manner, and plain-spoken.” The Times went on to note, without explaining further, that Allen had “maintained discreet contact with Dr. Kissinger” during the Nixon campaign.


The next blow fell two weeks after that. Allen, in Los Angeles for a meeting, was in a taxicab the day after Christmas when he happened upon a syndicated column by Rowland Evans and Robert Novak in the Los Angeles Times. The column title was: “Nixon’s Bizarre Choice.”


“I remember looking down and saying to myself, ‘Who is this poor man?’ I started reading and it is I.” The columnists, calling Allen a member of the “sandbox right,” wrote that “the gap between Kissinger’s sophisticated, adult anti-communism and Allen’s simplistic version is a chasm.” They further quoted Nixon aides as “apologetically” pointing out that Allen was no longer an assistant to Nixon, as he had been during the campaign, but “was specifically named as an assistant to the mature Dr. Kissinger.”


The day before the inauguration, after Allen had been assigned an office in the Executive Office Building, Evans and Novak reported, “A decision has been made at high levels of the new Administration . . . to isolate him from substantive duties.” It was the first Allen had heard of such a decision, but the column was prophetic. Indeed, as Allen well remembers, he was soon isolated and shunted aside by Kissinger, and widely believed to be a “spy” for Nixon by his more liberal colleagues on the National Security staff.I Cut off from all significant assignments, Allen resigned late in 1969. “I was still loyal to Nixon,” he says of his quiet departure. “I really was.”

—


Within days a major reason for Kissinger’s confidence became apparent in the White House, Patrick Buchanan, the most conservative of Nixon’s speech writers, recalls. “All you had to do was talk to Bill Rogers, and you knew who was going to come out on top.”II


On January 20, as Rogers was participating in the Nixon inaugural, Kissinger’s staff was already dispatching the first of more than a dozen personal letters from Nixon to the heads of foreign governments, including France, Yugoslavia, Romania, and the Soviet Union. The letters were sent over Nixon’s signature and hand delivered by NSC aides to the various Washington embassies. Rogers spent the day celebrating and was told nothing of these high-level contacts. The letters were merely perfunctory expressions of good will; yet they were also, in a sense, the first official Nixon-Kissinger secret. One NSC aide described them as even more significant: They were “the beginning of the effort to establish channels directly from the White House.”


In February 1969, barely a month into his presidency, Nixon flew to Europe for a series of meetings with heads of state that were designed to “show the world,” as Nixon reported in his memoirs, “that the new American President was not completely obsessed with Vietnam.” On the flight across the Atlantic, the President read an essay on French President Charles de Gaulle that had been adapted from Kissinger’s highly publicized book on NATO, The Troubled Partnership. Nixon was proud of the Harvard professor who saw eye to eye with him.


The relationship quickly became hostage: Nixon had a consuming need for flattery and Kissinger a consuming need to provide it. Thus, after Nixon’s first meeting with Soviet Ambassador Anatoliy Dobrynin, on February 17, 1969, the President repeatedly summoned Kissinger. “It was characteristic of Nixon’s insecurity with personal encounters,” wrote Kissinger, “that he called me into his office four times that day for reassurance that he had done well. He thought there had been a tough confrontation. My impression was rather the opposite—that the meeting had been on the conciliatory side.” Nixon did not discuss the February 17 meeting in his memoirs, but he reported Kissinger’s glowing assessment of his performance after a meeting with Dobrynin later that year: “Kissinger came back in after he had seen Dobrynin to the door. ‘I’ll wager that no one has ever talked to him that way in his entire career!’ he said. ‘It was extraordinary! No president has ever laid it on the line to them like that.’ ”


Kissinger’s fawning was obviously a significant part of the job, but it was not the only reason for his accumulation of power. He and Nixon had seized the government from the beginning, and less than a month after the inauguration they were in the process of applying a joint stranglehold. Both acknowledged in their memoirs that Rogers had been deliberately excluded from that first meeting with Dobrynin. “From the beginning,” Kissinger wrote, “Nixon was determined to dominate the most important negotiations. He excluded his Secretary of State, for example, from his first meeting with Soviet Ambassador Anatoliy Dobrynin . . .” Kissinger begged off any responsibility for the treatment of Rogers, however, insisting that Nixon had been solely responsible—“it would have been inconceivable for me to suggest such a procedure.” The former President naturally had a different account: “Kissinger had suggested that we develop a private channel between Dobrynin and him,” Nixon wrote. “I agreed that Dobrynin might be more forthcoming in strictly private and unpublicized meetings and we arranged for him to arrive unseen through a seldom-used East Wing door so that no one need know they had met. Within a short time, they were meeting weekly, often over lunch.”


The significant point is that the practice of excluding Rogers was to continue throughout Nixon’s first term. Nixon and Kissinger were going to run the foreign policy of the United States from the White House, and Rogers was to be no more than an easily maneuvered and sometimes flattered pawn. Little was left to chance. By late March, Nixon and Kissinger had begun the practice of summoning senior American ambassadors to an Oval Office meeting and offering them a chance to please the new President by reporting sensitive information directly to Kissinger. The first ambassador known to have been approached was Jacob D. Beam, whom Nixon nominated in early 1969 as Ambassador to the Soviet Union. Beam was a career Foreign Service officer who had loyally worked with Nixon in 1959, when he made a highly successful vice presidential visit to Poland; eight years later, as Ambassador to Czechoslovakia, Beam was again a gracious host when Nixon the private citizen visited Prague.


Before leaving for his new assignment in Moscow, Beam was invited to lunch with Kissinger and Dobrynin at the Soviet Embassy, where, to Beam’s astonishment, Kissinger told both ambassadors that Nixon specifically wanted him to attend “all discussions with foreign officials.” A few days later Beam met with Nixon and Kissinger at the White House and was asked to help draft a presidential letter to Alexei Kosygin, the Soviet Premier, outlining a new proposal for U.S.-Soviet relations. Beam was told he must treat the letter with the utmost secrecy. The discreet professional diplomat did so, of course, but also found it natural to write a private summary of the meeting to the Secretary of State. “All hell broke loose,” Beam remembers. Rogers was upset, and complained to the President. Nixon, in turn, sent word of his distress at Beam’s indiscretion through one of Kissinger’s aides; he had considered their conversation “purely a private talk.” Telling the Secretary of State about a presidential letter to the Premier of the Soviet Union wouldn’t do. Beam would pay a high price for his innocence. He was cut out of U.S.-Soviet policy making just as Rogers was, and his function was reduced to the ceremonial and routine, even during the 1972 Moscow summit.


To the dismay of his staff, Rogers chose to ignore the evidence and not make a stand against such White House operations. “I was aware and spoke to Nixon about it,” Rogers recalls impassively, “and he’d say, ‘I’ll see that it won’t happen again.’ And it would happen again.” Rogers was clearly not sure who would win in a confrontation, and he obviously knew who the real mastermind of the gamesmanship was: “I heard that Nixon was telling [foreign] ambassadors: ‘If you really want to get something done, call Henry.’ ”


Alexis Johnson has offered this personal explanation for Rogers’ inability to get angry: “I think Bill had an awfully hard time accepting the fact that this fellow he’d worked so hard for would treat him as dirty as he did.”

—


Throughout this early period, there were only faint hints in public about what was really going on. In early April, U.S. News & World Report took notice of the Kissinger dominance that had been suggested during Nixon’s February trip to Europe. It was Kissinger “who seemed to be holding most of the background briefings for reporters” and Kissinger who was speaking for the President. Trying to be even-handed, however, U.S. News also reminded its readers that it was Rogers who was “a close friend and confidant” of the President, with “access that few in the Administration can match.”


Some administration officials knew the truth, but they weren’t talking. Attorney General Mitchell was among the insiders who made no secret to his immediate staff of his contempt for Rogers. One aide recalls dashing into Mitchell’s office on a Justice Department matter early in 1969 only to find Kissinger there, intent in conversation. Mitchell waved his aide off and later cautioned him: “You must not tell anybody that you saw Kissinger here. He and I were pretty unhappy about Rogers.” Some months later, the aide was answering telephones for Mitchell during an out-of-town trip when Rogers telephoned. “He asked for Mitchell, but Mitchell said, ‘Tell him I’m not in.’ ” Faced with the prospect of lying to the Secretary of State, the staff man said only that Mitchell couldn’t come to the telephone. “Please tell him I don’t understand what’s happening in Paris,” Rogers pleaded, distraught. “Something’s going on and I don’t know about it.” When the aide reported Rogers’ request, Mitchell said without explanation, “He’s not supposed to know.” Later, the aide realized that at the time Kissinger was meeting secretly with Le Due Tho, the chief peace negotiator for the North Vietnamese.


Other relative outsiders were also appalled by such goings-on. So were some officials who considered themselves insiders. Paul H. Nitze, a distinguished public servant who had served Republican and Democratic administrations for twenty-five years, was asked that June by Rogers to serve as a senior member of the United States delegation to the strategic arms limitation talks with the Soviets, working under Gerard C. Smith, Nixon’s new head of the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency and chief delegate to the SALT talks in Geneva.


Nitze said yes. “I had always gotten along well with Nixon,” he recalls, “and Rogers said I had to go see Nixon and Kissinger. And so I went over.” Rogers was not invited. Nitze quickly found out why. “Nixon says, ‘Paul, I don’t have any confidence in Bill Rogers with respect to SALT. I don’t think he understands anything about it. And frankly, I don’t have real confidence in Gerard Smith.” The astonished Nitze said nothing. “I want you to go there and report directly to me about what’s going on,” Nixon said.


“Mr. President, that’s not the way it works,” Nitze replied. “I can’t go there and report secretly to you. I must have confidence in Smith and he must have confidence in me. The delegation can’t keep any secrets from the Secretary and Smith.” It was inconceivable to Nitze that anyone would ask him to spy on Smith; the two men were old friends with high regard for each other.


Nixon quickly retreated. “The situation might arise where you have to get in touch,” he said, and he then explained that Kissinger and the Joint Chiefs of Staff had set up a separate, private line of communication—known in the government as a backchannel—to enable Nitze and other specially selected SALT delegates to communicate directly with the White House without Smith’s knowledge. These communication systems, as Nitze knew, with their encoded messages and guarded printout terminals, were an essential part of Washington bureaucracy, and the men at the top depended on such quick, private access to subordinates.III If Nitze saw the need, the President continued, he could use a backchannel to communicate directly with Kissinger, who in turn would relay Nitze’s report to his office. Kissinger said little, and the meeting concluded rather lamely. “They knew that I was not going to do anything like that,” Nitze says.


Not everyone had Nitze’s experience or his scruples. Throughout his career as national security adviser, and later as Secretary of State, Kissinger would repeatedly urge senior officials to report directly to him by backchannel, in an effort not only to keep control of an ongoing negotiation but also to prevent his peers and subordinates from finding out what was going on. Kissinger usually initiated such conversations—amid much flattery—but in the case of Nitze, who had advised such eminent men as Dean Acheson, when he was Secretary of State in the Truman Administration, Kissinger obviously felt the need to have Nixon make the backchannel pitch himself.


Sometimes Nixon refused to go along. In August 1969, William J. Porter, a veteran career diplomat who was then Ambassador to South Korea, came home for consultations and was summoned to meet with Kissinger and then with Nixon. The Ambassador recorded his impressions in his diary:


[Kissinger] greeted me effusively . . . provided me with compliments about the President’s high regard, and his own, for my performance. . . . The President had asked him to take up an important matter with me. He said that though the President had a low opinion of the State Department, he was aware that there were some “good officers” (“like you, Bill”) in it, but as a whole the Department was proving to be a disappointment. To counteract the inefficiency of the Department, and to avail himself of the services of able officers, the President had authorized him, Kissinger said, to open direct and private communications with half a dozen “key Ambassadors” around the world (“like you, Bill”). What did I think? he inquired.


I said it sounded like an impressive honor. Did “direct and private” mean through the Secretary of State?


Kissinger: Absolutely not. No one would know about this arrangement.


Porter: About what would I be reporting?


Kissinger: Anything you believe of interest to us. No subject limitation.


Porter: You say this has the President’s approval?


Kissinger: That’s correct. He’ll mention the subject when he sees you in a few minutes from now. Do you accept the proposal?


Porter reluctantly agreed. “The President is the boss. If he wants it that way, I’ll cooperate.” He asked Kissinger what would happen if Bill Rogers heard about the arrangement. Kissinger responded, Porter recalls, “That’s our problem.” The national security adviser “seemed rather elated” about their conversation, and Porter, with his thirty-two years in the Foreign Service, thought to himself, “Here’s the Nixon-Kissinger secret diplomatic service shaping up, secret codes and all.”


A few minutes later he had a pleasant private meeting with Nixon, who said nothing about the secret reporting arrangement. Porter’s account continues:


I returned to Kissinger’s quarters. He inquired whether the subject had come up. I said it had not. He then commented that lack of mention didn’t mean anything because it was all approved. He said we’d be in touch, at which point I took my leave of him.


During the long return flight to Seoul, I mulled over the meaning of Kissinger’s proposal. . . . Pretty rough on Rogers . . . They’ve only been in office a few months . . . if the President agreed to create a super-net of ambassadors under his security adviser without the knowledge of the Secretary of State something new was happening in American history. . . . I concluded that I was just a country boy and I’d keep my head down.


When he returned to Seoul, Porter tested the secret communications system, which had been arranged by the CIA. His test signal was promptly acknowledged. He remembers that he used the backchannel only once, to transmit a minor item about China, before leaving South Korea in 1971.


Nixon’s decision not to follow the prearranged agenda for his talk with Porter must have given Kissinger pause: Nixon, when he was angry with his national security adviser, invariably relayed that anger indirectly. He would, for example, refuse to take Kissinger’s telephone calls, or not summon him to Oval Office meetings, or, as with Porter, decide at the last minute not to go along with a stratagem. There is no evidence that Nixon ever confronted Kissinger with a complaint. Confrontations, always difficult for Nixon, were perhaps made even more complicated in Kissinger’s case by Kissinger’s overwhelming obsequiousness.


Inevitably, then, one of Kissinger’s early methods of determining the President’s attitude toward him in moments of stress was to measure the attitude of Haldeman and Ehrlichman. If they angrily complained to him about press leaks or another of the incessant admiring magazine articles about his NSC operation, Kissinger knew they were relaying Nixon’s views. What seemed to be Kissinger’s occasional attacks of paranoia about the White House “palace guard” were, in some cases, merely a rational fear of the only man who mattered for him in that administration. When Haldeman was representing Nixon, he was to be feared. But when he was trying to protect his own White House turf, he was not a threat—as Haldeman quickly learned.


Bryce Harlow recalls how Kissinger wriggled his way out of Haldeman’s control early in the Nixon Administration. During the first few months after the inauguration, Harlow says, while he was still an insider, he would join Kissinger, Haldeman, and Ehrlichman in the President’s office every morning and afternoon for meetings. Haldeman, who from the very beginning “wanted to control everything,” soon demanded that the meetings with Nixon be preceded by short planning sessions in his office. “Henry started to skip those meetings right away, [and] I told Bob, ‘Don’t you let him do that to you.’ We had to relate foreign policy to domestic policy. Well, Bob’d force him in there—but then Henry just began slipping and slipping”—arriving later and later. “Finally, it ended up with Kissinger meeting alone with Nixon.”


Robert Finch, the California Republican who was Nixon’s first Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare, remembers Haldeman’s early worries about Kissinger’s role. “He thought Henry was consuming too much of Nixon’s time,” Finch says. “It was clear that Nixon’s preoccupation with foreign policy was a restraint on Haldeman’s ability to control Nixon’s schedule.” Haldeman’s dream, as Finch puts it, was to elevate the role of John Ehrlichman, who had been placed in charge of domestic affairs in November 1969, to a status equaling that of Kissinger in foreign affairs. “Then Haldeman could balance it,” said Finch. “They both would have to come through him” to Nixon. It was another unfulfilled White House dream.


Haldeman could not intimidate Kissinger, but he did serve as an effective role model. The way Haldeman ran his office was obviously the way Nixon wanted things done. Over the first few months of 1969, Kissinger emulated the tactics of his patron’s chief assistant. If Haldeman ruthlessly cut staff access to Nixon, so did Kissinger. If Haldeman moved swiftly against Harlow and Arthur Burns, senior aides with independent views, so Kissinger moved against those on his staff who might be dangerous to him. The first casualty was Richard Allen, who had direct access to Nixon and knew the secret of Kissinger’s campaign activities. Then Kissinger turned on those, such as Morton Halperin, whom Nixon and his chief aides considered too liberal.


Coping with Nixon, pleasing him, and trying to find out what he really wanted were the most important priorities for Kissinger. They would become even more important than his own convictions about American foreign policy. Even more important than finding a way out of the war in Vietnam.





I. Allen “was regarded as a very conservative element who had a line to Nixon that predated the NSC,” according to Donald R. Lesh, a junior Foreign Service officer who worked for Kissinger in 1969. Richard Moose, the first NSC staff secretary, recalls Kissinger’s telling him “right off the bat” that “Allen was to be put in a pigeonhole on the corner of a desk someplace and that Allen was not really going to figure in Henry’s operation.” Martin Anderson, a young White House economist and Nixon campaign worker who had become friendly with Allen, watched with fascination as Kissinger worked his will in the White House. Anderson says he was told of a high-level foreign policy meeting in the Oval Office sometime early in 1969 at which Nixon—seemingly concerned about the future of his former campaign aide—turned to Kissinger and said, “Have Dick Allen do this.” Kissinger agreed but, as Anderson subsequently learned, never discussed it with Allen. Weeks later, Anderson was told of a second meeting in the President’s office at which Nixon asked again about the project for Allen and Kissinger responded, in effect: I’m sorry. That man does not produce. I cannot get him to produce.


II. Buchanan first met Kissinger at the Florida White House in Key Biscayne, shortly after the inauguration. Swimming laps in a pool used by the senior White House staff, he noticed Kissinger beside the pool, his briefcase open and top-secret documents spilling out. Buchanan got out of the water, walked over, and said hello. Kissinger immediately responded, “You know, Burnham is right.” He was referring to James Burnham, the senior editor of the conservative National Review, whose columns repeatedly criticized American policy makers for their failure to support dissent inside the Communist bloc, beginning with the short-lived revolt in East Germany in July of 1953. Burnham was, as Kissinger obviously knew, an intellectual hero to Buchanan.


III. Most backchannel messages are routed through the facilities of the Central Intelligence Agency and of the National Security Agency—which is under the aegis of the Defense Department—where such messages are seen by only a few clerks and no copies are kept. One NSA official recalls that there were scores of informal government teletype links around the world in the late 1960s that were used for “OTR” (off-the-record) messages as well as highly classified reports. The Pentagon has a separate backchannel facility for its senior officers, who can use the system to complain about presidential policy or to make golf dates and hunting plans with the knowledge that the message will remain secure.
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VIETNAM: THE POLICY


HENRY KISSINGER CAME into the Nixon White House profoundly skeptical about the Vietnam War. He was not a dove; he believed, as Richard Nixon did, that the United States had to find a way to end the war “honorably” or else face a crippling loss of prestige throughout the world. But Kissinger’s criticisms of the war were nonetheless profound and based on firsthand experience. Kissinger’s trip to South Vietnam in late 1965, at the request of Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, had been a free-wheeling two weeks spent talking extensively to Vietnamese and American officials. Among those he impressed was Daniel Ellsberg, who was in the process of becoming a State Department expert on the provinces and districts outside Saigon. Ellsberg gave Kissinger a list of knowledgeable Americans and Vietnamese throughout the country and urged Kissinger to talk with them informally, so they would speak frankly. Robert S. McNamara, Johnson’s Secretary of Defense, had been misled year after year during his visits to South Vietnam, Ellsberg told him, by permitting senior officers to monitor all his briefings. Ellsberg gave the same advice to many visitors, but Kissinger was one of the few who took it.


“He was a talented and incisive questioner,” Ellsberg recalls. “He took notes and listened carefully and did learn an unusual amount.” Just before he left Saigon, in early November, Kissinger had lunch with a small group of American correspondents and expressed his dismay at what he termed the almost total lack of political maturity and unselfish political motivation among current and future leaders of South Vietnam. Specifically included in that denunciation were the current Premier, Nguyen Cao Ky, and the chief of state, Nguyen Van Thieu, who was soon to become President. Kissinger further complained, during the off-the-record luncheon, that the Ky-Thieu government was in no sense democratic or representative, because the peasants, 80 percent of the South Vietnamese population, had little or no voice in the government.I


In 1966, Kissinger visited South Vietnam twice more, as a consultant to a State Department program aimed at finding new ways to induce members of the National Liberation Front, the antigovernment coalition of Communists and nationalists that Hanoi had organized in South Vietnam in 1960, to defect to the South Vietnamese government. The concept, as Kissinger explained it at the time, was to give individual members of the NLF, known to Americans as Vietcong, a chance to participate in government at the provincial or village level. Since the South Vietnamese constitution banned the Communist Party, a way had to be found for Communists to work at equivalent positions as individuals, not as Party members, inside the political structure. As Ellsberg recalls it, Kissinger and a few other farsighted analysts believed the South Vietnamese government might have to give the Vietcong de facto control of some of the rural provinces to induce them to end the war. “This was the right direction,” Ellsberg says, “but the Vietcong were not going to buy it. They weren’t looking for a way to lose the war gracefully, which is what we were offering them.” Kissinger made it clear that he had “no interest” per se in this pacification program, “which he properly read as a loser.”II


Over the next two years, Kissinger’s views sharpened. By 1968 Ellsberg was back in the United States, working in Santa Monica, California, for the Rand Corporation, a leading think tank, and doing some consulting for the Pentagon. In the middle of that year, he attended two conferences on Vietnam at which Kissinger expressed the almost radical view that the only United States objective in Vietnam should be the assurance of a “decent interval” between the final exodus of American troops and a Communist-led takeover of the South Vietnamese government. His analysis came after the seeming success of a major NLF offensive during Tet, the Vietnamese New Year, in February, in which guerrilla forces staged uprisings throughout the country.


In the summer of 1968, just after the Republican convention, Kissinger began work on a lengthy analysis of the Vietnam negotiating dilemma for publication in the January 1969 issue of Foreign Affairs, the distinguished journal of the Council on Foreign Affairs. The article, which he circulated privately before it appeared, served not only to express his views but also to advertise his wares to the next President, whether Nixon or Humphrey.


In the article, Kissinger described the 1968 Tet offensive as the “watershed of the American effort. Henceforth, no matter how effective our actions the prevalent [American] strategy could no longer achieve its objectives within a period or with force levels politically acceptable to the American people.” Tet made the American commitment to a political solution in South Vietnam inevitable. Kissinger also warned that the United States could not and should not rely on the Soviet Union to bring an end to the war. He noted that the United States had done little in reaction to the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968; therefore, America “would compound the heavy costs of our pallid reaction . . . if our allies could blame it on a quid pro quo for Soviet assistance in extricating us from Southeast Asia. Washington therefore requires great delicacy in dealing with Moscow on the Vietnam issue. It cannot be in the American interest to add fuel to the already widespread charge that the superpowers are sacrificing their allies to maintain spheres of influence.”III


Thus Kissinger entered the Nixon Administration on record as deeply pessimistic about the Vietnam War, as convinced that the Soviet Union should not be a conduit for negotiations, and as believing that any negotiated settlement had to end the war in an honorable fashion, if only for the sake of American prestige and continued international order. That belief, many of Kissinger’s associates thought, did not necessarily rule out a pro-Communist government in the South, provided a “decent interval” could be guaranteed.


Within a few weeks of the announcement of his appointment as national security adviser, Kissinger telephoned Henry Rowen, president of Rand, and asked him to put together a list of possible options for the Vietnam War. The request was natural: Kissinger had become a consultant there and a friend of Fred C. Iklé, head of the Social Science Division.IV Rowen, a former member of the Kennedy Administration, put Ellsberg in charge. By this time, Ellsberg and the Rand Corporation as a whole were widely regarded inside the bureaucracy as having gone “dovish” on Vietnam. Kissinger had insisted that Rand’s involvement with the policy be kept secret, a condition to which Ellsberg and Rowen agreed.


Ellsberg was fresh from researching a detailed secret history of American involvement in the Vietnam War that had been assembled in the Pentagon, at McNamara’s direction, by a team headed by Morton Halperin and Leslie H. Gelb, then deputy director of the Planning Staff. Ellsberg consulted with Halperin and Gelb on the Kissinger option study, in which he analyzed contingencies ranging from an invasion of North Vietnam to a unilateral withdrawal. The selection of Ellsberg to head the study raised no eyebrows. Kissinger himself had praised his knowledge of Vietnam issues at a Rand seminar shortly after the 1968 election, telling the group, “I have learned more from Dan Ellsberg than from anyone else in Vietnam.” On Christmas Day, 1968, Ellsberg, Rowen, and another Rand official flew to New York to present the options paper to Kissinger, Halperin, and Thomas C. Schelling, a Kissinger colleague from Harvard. Kissinger and Schelling had one immediate criticism of the paper: It did not include a threat option. Schelling also told Ellsberg that the paper did not include a “win” option. “Here we have a set of papers going to a new President,” Schelling said, “and you’re not telling any way that he could possibly win.” Ellsberg recalls telling Schelling and Kissinger, “I don’t believe there is a win option in Vietnam.”


Ellsberg readily agreed to include an analysis of a threat option, but he told Kissinger, “I don’t see how threatening bombing is going to influence the enemy because they have experienced four years of bombing.” Ellsberg remembers arguing that the only effective threat “would be simply a threat to stay there for a long time; not to win, but if you could stay there in terms of domestic politics”—by reducing casualties and financial costs—“that would impress them. You might get some small concessions out of them.” According to Ellsberg, “Henry then said, ‘But how can you conduct negotiations without a credible threat of escalation?’ I said, ‘People negotiate all the time without threatening bombing.’ ”


A few of the early recruits to Kissinger’s NSC staff were surprised to meet Ellsberg during his brief visit to the Pierre headquarters. John C. Court, a former Pentagon analyst who was coming to work under Kissinger, was introduced to Ellsberg and told he was “an old friend of Kissinger’s. I’d heard of Ellsberg,” Court says. “He was a wild man.”


Ellsberg’s options paper was accepted and submitted to the President-elect sometime around the first of the year. In those weeks, Kissinger was obviously learning more about the man he was serving, and what he learned was reflected in a change he ordered in the study. He asked Iklé whether Rand would mind if the withdrawal option was deleted. That option called for the United States to withdraw unilaterally within a fixed period, regardless of events inside South Vietnam. Ellsberg was later told that General Goodpaster had dropped his copy of the study on Kissinger’s desk and said coldly, “I have not commented on the final option [withdrawal], which is not an option.” The option was deleted from the final draft of the study, edited by Iklé, that was turned over to the NSC.


Out of that first study came a second Kissinger assignment for Ellsberg. In the options paper, Ellsberg had summarized some of the intelligence questions about the Vietnam War and its progress that were dividing the bureaucracy. At breakfast with Kissinger at the Hotel Pierre, Ellsberg told him how McNamara had overwhelmed the bureaucracy immediately after taking charge of the Pentagon by ordering the Joint Chiefs of Staff to respond to ninety-six questions. The questions, soon referred to as the “ninety-six trombones,” after the popular show tune “Seventy-six Trombones,” had the immediate effect of letting the military know that he, McNamara, had direct knowledge of many lower-level rivalries and disputes. If the military leaders sought to manipulate him or lie to him in their answers, McNamara was saying, they faced exposure and embarrassment. Kissinger was intrigued, says Ellsberg, and readily agreed that a similar effort to seize and challenge the bureaucracy should begin at once, using the same technique: a list of tough questions. Ellsberg was impressed at Kissinger’s courage in agreeing to expand the questions and to “send them out in the President’s name to all these agencies.” Ellsberg also knew the significance of the current “lull” in Vietnam, with the military insisting that it was a sign the war was being won and other agencies claiming that the lull merely reflected a Vietcong and North Vietnamese desire not to act. With Kissinger’s approval, he expanded his questionnaire for the bureaucracy, and then returned to Rand.


In February, Kissinger summoned Ellsberg back for special White House duty. The answers to the questionnaire, which had been distributed to the bureaucracy as National Security Study Memorandum 1, were flooding in and help was needed to coordinate the answers. Ellsberg spent nearly all of March in Washington, working in secret.


At his suggestion, the questionnaire had posed its questions separately to the Pentagon, the State Department, and the Central Intelligence Agency, and the responses were to be returned separately. Ellsberg’s idea was to allow the President to see firsthand the extent of disagreement in the government about the course of the war. The responses were generally negative and pessimistic. Doubts were expressed about the efficacy of bombing and of pacification, and about the South Vietnamese Army’s ability to stand up to the North Vietnamese and the Vietcong without heavy American air support. The Pentagon also conceded for the first time that the Vietnam War was not even near the point where attrition of enemy soldiers would exceed their replacement, though the so-called crossover point theory had been the underlying basis of the Johnson Administration’s military strategy.


The implications of these replies to NSSM 1 were far-reaching. Even the most optimistic assessment from staunchly prowar military officers was that it would take a minimum of 8.3 years more to completely pacify and control the Vietcong areas of the South. Pessimists, including civilian advisers in the State Department and Pentagon, thought it would take at least 13.4 years. Such responses made it clear that the war in the South could not be won at all without a continuing American presence, at least in the air, no matter how extensively the South Vietnamese Army was augmented and improved. But in fact Nixon and Kissinger never relied on NSSM 1 and its replies except as a method of forcing the bureaucracy to do busywork and removing it from decision making. The documents were kept top secret: The public would have been deeply disillusioned to learn in 1969 that while Nixon and Kissinger had embarked on a policy of building up the South Vietnamese Army—“Vietnamization”—they already knew that the end result, short of a most unlikely capitulation by Hanoi, would be a continuing American Air Force role in the South for years to come. But the conclusions of the NSSM 1 papers—and the man who was responsible for them—would haunt the White House over the next four years.


Kissinger did not permit himself to link NSSM 1’s dreary long-range implications to his innate pessimism about the war. Whatever Nixon believed Kissinger soon found himself advocating. Nixon had won the presidency by telling the American people that he had a plan to end the war with honor. He had not made his plan public; had he done so, he might not have been elected. Nixon’s plan was not merely to end the war but to win it. He and Kissinger agreed immediately on the one overriding principle that would guide Vietnam policy for the next four years: South Vietnam must remain non-Communist forever.


The Nixon-Kissinger plan, as it evolved over the first year, had three basic elements. Most important, the Hanoi government must be shown that the Nixon Administration would stop at nothing—not even the physical destruction of North Vietnam’s cities and waterworks—to end the war on terms it declared to be honorable. Second, the Soviet Union would be warned that its relationships with the United States in all areas, especially foreign trade, would be linked to its continuing support for Hanoi. When these threats failed to force Hanoi to make concessions at the peace table, a third major policy goal emerged: The antiwar movement in the United States would be challenged and neutralized, to gain enough time to pursue complete military victory.


An essential facet of the policy was secrecy. Only without public knowledge and public protests could Richard Nixon carry out his plan to threaten North Vietnam so strongly that it would be forced to sue for peace. In his memoirs, Nixon wrote that shortly after taking office, “I confidently told the Cabinet that I expected the war to be over in a year.” But his Cabinet, like the rest of the government, was kept in the dark about the real reason for his confidence.

—


Nixon’s secret policy had its roots in the Eisenhower era.


As the newly elected Vice President in 1953, Nixon watched Dwight Eisenhower fulfill a campaign promise and end the Korean War six months after taking office. In Mandate for Change, 1953-56, Eisenhower revealed what was not said publicly at the time: that he had explicitly threatened to use atomic weapons to end the war. When he took office, Eisenhower wrote, a military offensive in North Korea was being considered by the U.S.-led United Nations forces helping South Korea defend itself: “To keep the attack from becoming costly, it was clear that we would have to use atomic weapons.” Eisenhower decided, as he wrote, “to let the Communist authorities understand that, in the absence of satisfactory progress, we intended to move decisively without inhibition in our use of weapons, and would no longer be responsible for confining hostilities to the Korean Peninsula. We would not be limited by any world-wide gentlemen’s agreement.” According to Eisenhower, word was quietly passed to the Chinese Communists and the Soviet Union, and the end of the war was quickly negotiated. Eisenhower’s long-time assistant and confidant, Sherman Adams, wrote that the President told him later that he had made the threat “sure that there was not the remotest chance we would actually have to carry out our threat; the Communists would simply throw up their hands and the war would be over.”


Along with the nuclear threat, Eisenhower ordered a sharp escalation of the air war over North Korea. In early May 1953, American bombers destroyed hydroelectric power plants on the Yalu River, destroying dams and creating floods that swamped twenty-seven miles of farmland. It was the first deliberate military attack on irrigation targets since Hitler’s Luftwaffe destroyed dikes and dams in Holland late in World War II.V

—


Nixon’s attempt in 1969 to emulate Dwight Eisenhower’s methods of extricating America from an unpopular war was not an unconscious act of hero worship but a carefully thought-out strategy. Nixon had spelled out his policy the previous August in what he thought was an off-the-record talk to a group of southern delegates at the Republican convention.VI “How do you bring a war to a conclusion?” Nixon said in response to a question. “I’ll tell you how Korea was ended. We got in there and had this messy war on our hands. Eisenhower let the word go out—let the word go out diplomatically—to the Chinese and the North Koreans that we would not tolerate this continual ground war of attrition. And within a matter of months, they negotiated. Well, as far as negotiation [in Vietnam] is concerned that should be our position. . . . I’ll tell you one thing. I played a little poker when I was in the Navy . . . I learned this—when a guy didn’t have the cards, he talked awfully big. But when he had the cards, he just sat there—had that cold look in his eyes. Now we’ve got the cards. . . . What we’ve got to do is walk softly and carry a big stick. And that is what we are going to do.”


Nixon did not mention nuclear weapons in his talk to the delegates, but before the convention he had told Richard J. Whalen, one of his speech writers and advisers, that if elected President, “I would use nuclear weapons.” Nixon quickly added, as Whalen later recorded, that he did not mean he would use them in Vietnam, only that he would be willing “to threaten their use in appropriate circumstances.”


As President, however, Nixon was aware that his threat could work only if North Vietnam believed he was capable of anything. Sometime early in 1969, he explained his secret strategy for ending the war to Haldeman as they strolled along the beach at Key Biscayne. He told Haldeman about the Eisenhower nuclear threats in 1953 and how those threats had quickly ended the Korean War. Eisenhower’s military career—he had been commander of the Allied Forces in World War II—had convinced the Communists that the threats were real. Nixon said he planned to use the same principle: the threat of maximum force. “I call it the madman theory, Bob,” he said.VII “I want the North Vietnamese to believe I’ve reached the point where I might do anything to stop the war. We’ll just slip the word to them that, ‘for God’s sake, you know Nixon is obsessed about Communists. We can’t restrain him when he’s angry—and he has his hand on the nuclear button’—and Ho Chi Minh himself will be in Paris in two days begging for peace.”


There was a basic flaw in Nixon’s “madman theory.” Eisenhower’s threat had been made at a time when the United States had a virtual monopoly on nuclear weapons. That situation did not exist in the late 1960s, and the credibility of Nixon’s threat was reduced by the possibility that the Soviet Union, or even Communist China, would retaliate after an American first use of nuclear weapons. Another drawback was the fact that Richard Nixon did not have Dwight Eisenhower’s military background. Nonetheless, Haldeman wrote, Nixon believed that the Communists regarded him as an uncompromising enemy whose hatred for their philosophy had been repeatedly made clear in his two decades of public life. “They’ll believe any threat of force that Nixon makes because it’s Nixon,” Haldeman quoted the President as saying. Nixon not only wanted to end the war, Haldeman added, he was absolutely convinced he would end it in his first year. “I’m the one man in this country who can do it, Bob,” he told Haldeman.


The administration’s immediate problem was one of technique: how to convey its ominous message to the Hanoi government. It was not that easy. For one thing, such a threat had to be kept totally secret. To do otherwise would trigger renewed antiwar demonstrations and perhaps destroy the traditional honeymoon Nixon was enjoying in the first months of his presidency. The question was how to “signal” the other side that Richard Nixon was prepared to be far more ruthless than Lyndon B. Johnson. The men in the White House found a quick answer.





I. The lunch turned out to be a fiasco for Kissinger. It enmeshed him in an immediate—if private—dispute with the White House, the press corps in Saigon, and Clark Clifford, a distinguished Washington lawyer and former Truman Administration official who would later become Johnson’s Secretary of Defense. Clifford, who was touring Vietnam as a member of the President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, had not attended the lunch, but Jack Foisie of the Los Angeles Times, who was there, published a dispatch in which he attributed Kissinger’s expressions of dismay and disappointment to both Kissinger and Clifford. The story caused resentment among the political leadership in Saigon, and Clifford wrote to President Johnson dissociating himself from the incident and stating that he had not met with any journalists during his trip. Bill D. Moyers, the White House press secretary, immediately made the Clifford denial public and pointedly told the press that Kissinger’s views were “his and not the government’s.” Kissinger then wrote to Moyers disavowing Foisie’s article and apparently also suggesting that Moyers had attacked him personally. Moyers’ response to Kissinger, now in the archives at the Lyndon B. Johnson Library in Austin, Texas, provided little solace: “Under the circumstances, Dr. Kissinger, knowing how much pain [Foisie’s] false account had created in Saigon, and not having the opportunity to talk with you before I was questioned on the subject, I did what I felt had to be done . . . not because I wished to attack you but because a dilatory or vague response to the question at my briefing would only have compounded what you have already admitted was the ‘damage done to American policy’ by the views attributed to you.”


II. Kissinger went even further in his criticism after returning to Harvard that fall. Over a sherry one afternoon with Dr. Matthew Meselson, a Harvard microbiologist who was a State Department consultant on arms control, Kissinger expressed profound distress over the war: “Matt, now I know what the good Germans felt.” Meselson came away from the conversation convinced that Kissinger believed the Vietnam War was a moral wrong. Another possibility, of course, is that Kissinger was telling Meselson what he thought the avowedly antiwar scientist wanted to hear.


III. The Foreign Affairs article, widely praised at the time of its publication, is replete with contradictions. For example, Kissinger wrote—correctly, as it turned out in 1975—that “it is beyond imagination that parties that have been murdering and betraying each other for 25 years could work together as a team giving joint instructions to the entire country.” A few pages further on, however, he suggested that “while a coalition government is undesirable, a mixed commission to develop and supervise a political process to reintegrate the country—including free elections—could be useful.” Similarly, in a much-quoted phrase, he cited with approval what he said was a cardinal maxim of guerrilla war: “the guerrilla wins if he does not lose; the conventional army loses if it does not win.” By that definition the North Vietnamese and Vietcong forces were winning the war by 1969 and the United States was losing. But then Kissinger went on to declare that the American military position had begun to improve, and “As a result, we have achieved our minimum objective: Hanoi is unable to gain a military victory.” He did not explain how denying Hanoi a military victory was a measure of success in light of the concept that Hanoi did not need a victory in order to win.


IV. Kissinger’s relationship with the analysts at Rand had been soured in the late 1950s by a scathing review of his Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy by William W. Kaufmann of Rand. Several Rand people were known to have contributed ideas to the review, which was published in World Politics magazine in July 1958 and debunked, at great length, Kissinger’s reasoning and strategy concepts. The review, innocuously entitled “The Crisis in Military Affairs,” accused Kissinger of muddling his facts, arguing inconsistently, and changing his assumptions depending “on what point he is trying to prove.” As for Kissinger’s main thesis, the possibility of waging a limited nuclear war, Kaufmann raised a serious objection: Kissinger “has omitted to consider the precedent-setting effects of initiating the use of atomic weapons and has also overlooked the impact upon allied and neutral nations of our having taken this step. Presumably,” Kaufmann added caustically, “any war that is limited in scope is bound to have a great many interested onlookers.” Kissinger was pained by the review, Kaufmann recalls: “I got one of his six-page letters.” Kissinger eventually revised his views on the viability of limited nuclear warfare, and Kaufmann, who became director of the Social Science Division at Rand in 1961, ended their impasse by offering him a consultancy.


V. An official analysis of the bombings in North Korea, published in the Air University Quarterly Review, described the dams targeted for destruction as responsible for 75 percent of the water supply for North Korea’s rice production. “. . . [T]o the Communists the smashing of the dams meant primarily the destruction of their chief sustenance—rice. The Westerner can little conceive the awesome meaning which the loss of this staple food commodity has for the Asian—starvation and slow death.” The Air Force study concluded that “These strikes, largely passed over by the press, the military observers and news commentators in favor of attention-arresting but less meaningful operations events, constituted one of the significant air operations of the Korean War.”


VI. An enterprising reporter for the Miami Herald apparently persuaded one of the delegates to tape record the session and the Herald published the text on August 7, placing its exclusive story across eight columns on page 1: “What Dick Nixon Told Southern Delegates.”


VII. It is highly likely that Kissinger was responsible for Nixon’s adoption of the phrase “the madman theory.” In 1959, Ellsberg had presented two lectures to Kissinger’s Harvard seminar on the conscious political use of irrational military threats. Ellsberg called the theory “The Political Uses of Madness.” In essence, he described a problem in bargaining theory: what to do when the available threat is so extreme or costly as to make it seem unlikely that a sane and reasonable person would carry it out. On the other hand, since the threat is so extreme, Ellsberg noted, it does not have to be very likely to be used in order to be effective, particularly if the nation posing the threat is making only moderate negotiating demands. Ellsberg postulated that one way of making the threat somewhat credible—which, in this case, was all that would be necessary—would be for the person making the threat to appear not to be fully rational. In effect, an application of this was implicit in Kissinger’s Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy, which advocated, among other things, a “strategy of ambiguity” in connection with United States use of tactical nuclear weapons. In his Harvard lectures, Ellsberg cited as his main example Hitler’s conscious use of his reputation as a madman to win victories without firing a shot in the Rhineland, Austria, and Munich before World War II. As his model of Hitler indicated, Ellsberg regarded such a strategy as reckless and utterly dangerous for the world, but a possibility to be anticipated from opponents because, in connection with a nuclear threat, it might work. “I didn’t even imagine that an American president could consider such a strategy,” Ellsberg says.





5


CAMBODIA: THE SECRET BOMBING


IN THE FIRST FEW WEEKS of the new administration, Kissinger ordered the Pentagon to present a highly classified briefing on bombing options available in the Vietnam War. The task fell to Air Force Colonel Ray B. Sitton, an experienced Strategic Air Command officer serving the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Sitton was known in the Pentagon as “Mr. B-52.”


It was an unusual exercise, Sitton says. “I drew up a big list—on a board about three feet high and eight or nine feet wide—of military steps you might make that would signal North Vietnam that we meant business. Kissinger wanted them to know that we were serious about possible escalation.”


Nixon and Kissinger had found the right signal to send: By mid-March 1969 they would secretly begin bombing Cambodia with B-52 aircraft, the eight-engine jets that were the core of the strategic bombing fleet. The bombing became a turning point not only in the war but also in the mentality of the White House. The secret of that bombing—and hundreds of later missions—would be kept for five years. Eventually, the secret became more important to the White House than the bombing.


There was, in the Pentagon’s view, a legitimate military reason to assault Cambodia directly. Tens of thousands of North Vietnamese soldiers had established bases and supply depots there and were using the sanctuaries as jumping-off points for ground battles in South Vietnam, just across the border. Somewhere in that area, too, was the Communist headquarters for the guerrilla war in South Vietnam, known as the Central Office for South Vietnam, or COSVN. The Cambodian sanctuaries had been made necessary in part by the heavy bombings inside South Vietnam.


The Joint Chiefs of Staff had long urged the Johnson White House to divert some of the B-52 missions from South Vietnam to the Cambodian sanctuaries, but without success. The political arguments against such bombing were obvious. The United States was not at war with Cambodia, whose government was headed by Prince Norodom Sihanouk. The official American position was one of respect for Sihanouk’s neutrality, as North Vietnam’s was also. Sihanouk was engaged in a diplomatic balancing act whose goal was to insulate his nation of seven million from the Vietnam War. And, of course, there was the antiwar movement at home to be considered.


The issue came up again a few days after the outgoing Johnson Administration had finally resolved a series of procedural disputes with the North Vietnamese in Paris, permitting the long-delayed peace talks to begin. On January 21, the day after Nixon’s inauguration, both sides announced that the first Paris plenary session would be held in four days.I Nixon, shortly before taking office, had let it be known that he favored the compromises in Paris.


The Pentagon chose that week, Nixon’s first in office, to propose formally that the bombing of North Vietnam be renewed. That was politically impossible—which should have been obvious—and was rejected out of hand.II In early February 1969, the Pentagon tried anew: It told the White House that it had received evidence from a North Vietnamese defector pinpointing the location of COSVN. Kissinger was further assured, according to top-secret military documents later declassified and released under the Freedom of Information Act, that “all of our information, generally confirmed by imagery interpretation, provides us with a firm basis for targeting COSVN hqs [headquarters].” The documents also show that General Earle G. Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, endorsed a recommendation for a “short-duration, concentrated B-52 attack” on COSVN, in an effort to disrupt a North Vietnamese offensive that was correctly believed to be imminent. Ellsworth Bunker, the American Ambassador in Saigon, also endorsed the proposed mission.


Kissinger turned for advice to Richard L. Sneider, his National Security Council aide for East Asia. Sneider was dubious. “It didn’t make military sense,” he recalls. He had studied an earlier proposal to use B-52 aircraft against the North Vietnamese sanctuaries in Cambodia, and concluded then that the bombing would disperse the North Vietnamese soldiers from border areas farther west into Cambodia, thus putting more of Cambodia under Communist control. Sneider had another reason, too, for his skepticism: “I knew we wouldn’t hit COSVN.”


Alexander M. Haig, Jr., the Army colonel who was Kissinger’s newly named military aide, wanted the strikes and argued forcefully for them with Kissinger. “Haig was the guy who pushed the goddamn thing,” Sneider says. “Henry didn’t know what was going on in terms of military operations.” One aspect of Haig’s qualifications was particularly impressive to his civilian colleagues: He confided to a few that while serving in Vietnam he had participated in one of a regular series of highly classified ground reconnaissance missions inside Cambodia. The Americans who went on such missions, whose existence did not become publicly known until 1973, wore specially manufactured replicas of North Vietnamese uniforms and carried captured gear and weapons. They went in “sterile,” that is, without any identification or markings to indicate that they were Americans—except, of course, their white or black skin, large body size, and fluent knowledge of English.

—


No record has been found that Haig did in fact participate in such a mission. Former junior officers who served in Haig’s unit in South Vietnam and who regularly went on cross-border operations had no knowledge that he or any other field-grade officer took part. Haig’s military record was exemplary without such derring-do. Haig, forty-four years old, had served as deputy commandant at West Point, a traditional stepping stone to high Army rank, before being assigned as Kissinger’s military assistant shortly before the inauguration. With every staff stumble and change, Haig grew in importance to Kissinger. His most obvious attributes were the most important ones for Kissinger: He was a no-argument, “can-do” military man all the way, a hardliner on Vietnam, the kind of man who would appeal to Nixon and the White House staff.


In 1969, Haig seemed to be the consummate staff officer. An average student at West Point—214th in a class of 310—he had graduated in 1947 and been assigned to the American Army of Occupation in Japan, where he became a social aide on the staff of General Douglas MacArthur’s headquarters. In 1950, he married the daughter of MacArthur’s deputy chief of staff, to whom Haig was now aide-de-camp. He won a Silver Star while serving, again as an aide-de-camp, in a corps headquarters during the Korean War, where he participated in MacArthur’s landing at Inchon. After Korea, Haig continued on the upwardly mobile track, attending the right Army schools and serving in the right staff jobs. In 1962, after a tour as a staff officer of a tank battalion in Europe, he received a master’s degree in international relations from Georgetown University. His next assignment was at the Pentagon, where he was selected over many other applicants to become a staff aide to a Kennedy Administration task force on Cuba directed by Cyrus Vance, then Secretary of the Army, and Joseph A. Califano, Jr., then the Army’s general counsel. He was, by all accounts, a superb assistant to Vance and Califano: tireless and loyal, personable, and with a flair for organization.


It was at this stage in his career that Lieutenant Colonel Haig was exposed to covert CIA operations. Pentagon documents show that he was assigned in June 1963 to serve as Califano’s assistant on “all matters pertaining to Cuba.” At the time, the CIA and the military were in the midst of an intense secret war, authorized by President Kennedy, to overthrow the government of Fidel Castro. Haig was also officially designated to serve as the Pentagon’s representative on a highly classified unit known as the “Subcommittee on Subversion”—whose basic target was obviously Cuba. In 1966 and 1967, as a combat officer with the First Division in Vietnam, he won the Distinguished Service Cross and became the youngest lieutenant colonel to serve as a brigade commander. Now riding on the Army’s fastest track, he left Vietnam for West Point. After Nixon’s election, Haig, by then a full colonel, was formally recommended to Kissinger by the Army, and informally endorsed by many military and civilian officials, including Califano and General Goodpaster.


From the beginning Haig was immensely popular with the young, bright, and ambitious Kissinger crew. He was not viewed as an intellectual threat—his first assignment was the routine task of preparing the President’s daily intelligence summary—and he struck most of his colleagues as open and self-effacing. He laughed easily, held his gin well, and had a lively scatological wit.


None of the NSC members, in scores of interviews many years later, was quite sure how Haig did it, but within months he had managed to become indispensable to Henry Kissinger. His loyalty was astonishing; he worked seemingly all the time—every day, every night, every weekend—insuring that the flow of documents in and out of Kissinger’s chaotic office was uninterrupted. He had access to the vast flow of backchannel messages from Kissinger’s office to American officials throughout the world. He saw, as few other NSC staff people could, the dimensions of the takeover that Kissinger and Nixon were trying to accomplish. As an adroit bureaucrat, he knew that more power for Kissinger meant more power for him. Along with his institutional loyalty, there was a personal one: He understood that his relationship to Kissinger was as important to his career as Kissinger’s relationship to the President was to his. Haig was no minor-league courtier himself; he had learned from his days as an aide-de-camp and in the Pentagon the art of flattering a superior.


Like most senior military men, and like Henry Kissinger, Haig was a believer in military force—especially in Vietnam—and saw the war as vital to American credibility and world stability. He quickly expressed his views to his fellow National Security Council staff members. Sometimes things got unpleasant.


Richard Moose, staff secretary for the National Security Council during most of 1969, shared space with Haig and Eagleburger just outside Kissinger’s main office, in the White House basement; the rest of the Council staff was across the street in the Executive Office Building. Before he went to work for the Pentagon’s Institute of Defense Analysis, and from there to Walt Rostow’s NSC, Moose, a native of Arkansas, had spent five months on the staff of Senator J. William Fulbright, the Arkansas Democrat and Vietnam war critic who was chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee—and thus one of Richard Nixon’s instant enemies. Early in the administration, Moose earnestly—and naïvely—wrote Kissinger a memorandum saying he had worked with Fulbright and offering to use his relationship if needed. Kissinger, already under siege because of the “moderates” on his staff, did not respond. A few weeks later, Moose accidentally encountered Fulbright in the White House after a presidential meeting. They chatted amiably. Haig walked by, saw them, and, as Moose recalled later, “looked as if he’d seen the devil.”


Things quickly became difficult for Moose in the small office. Eagleburger shared the views of Haig, the hard-liner, who was aggressive and full of certitude about Vietnam; Moose, critical of the war, was not. And so Haig moved in on the unresisting Moose and was soon handling much of the daily document flow. Moose was being cut out. “I soon came not to care,” Moose says, “except I did really.” Within a few months Moose resigned, his NSC position swallowed up by Haig. As Allen was for Kissinger, Moose was Haig’s first victim.


Al Haig, always working, always loyal, soon began undermining others on the NSC staff whose integrity and independence made them potential threats, among them Morton Halperin and Richard Sneider. The rest of the staff—ever sensitive to bureaucratic pecking order—soon came to realize that Haig’s aggressiveness was being encouraged by his patron. For Kissinger, Haig’s very presence in his outer office served as a way of demonstrating to the senior military men in the Pentagon and to the hawks in Congress and on the President’s staff—even to Richard Nixon—that Kissinger was reliable. “Haig was the guy Henry could point to,” as one former NSC staff man puts it, “and say, ‘If I were a Harvard liberal, a left-wing kook, would I have Al Haig working for me?’ He was Henry’s insurance policy.”


Haig was that, but there was much more. As Sneider recalls, “Haig moved in on Henry and he moved in from the very beginning. First of all, he was Henry’s butler and his chauffeur. Henry never knew the kinds of perks that could be arranged—private planes for trips to New York for dinner, limousines—and he loved it.III Haig was also very shrewd politically where Henry was naive. He was advising Henry at first on how to handle Haldeman and Ehrlichman. When Henry had to wear a white tie and tails for his first White House dinner, it was Haig who went to Henry’s house and helped him dress . . .”


Even more important, Sneider said, was Haig’s understanding from the beginning “that the fight for the soul of Henry Kissinger would be between the civilians and military on the National Security Council staff—and that’s why he put the knife in the Foreign Service officers and that’s why he was so competitive with Mort Halperin.”


Haig’s authority and power on the NSC were to increase with each staff defection and each crisis. Eventually he would accomplish the one thing Kissinger found intolerable—a separate relationship with Richard Nixon—and the two men would become bitter enemies. And eventually Kissinger would come to realize that Alexander Haig was not Kissinger’s Kissinger, as the newspapers would later characterize him, but Haig’s Haig.


In the early months, however, Haig’s ambition was not yet a threat. Kissinger was relying on his enthusiasm and his firmly expressed professional opinion that the B-52 bombing in Cambodia would succeed in destroying the Vietnamese sanctuaries. The Joint Chiefs of Staff also urged the bombing, and, as Nixon and Kissinger both explained in their memoirs, those urgings were given more weight after Hanoi initiated a spring offensive throughout South Vietnam on February 22. Although the attacks were on a far less ambitious scale than the Tet offensive the year before, Nixon’s immediate instinct was to retaliate. He and Kissinger believed the offensive, coming before the new administration had had any substantive meetings with the North Vietnam delegation in Paris—and on the day before the President was to depart for his ceremonial ten-day visit to Europe—was deliberately timed to humiliate him.IV


Nixon wrote that his first response was to order Kissinger to warn Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin that the United States would retaliate if the North Vietnamese kept up the offensive. Kissinger wrote that the next day, en route from Washington to Brussels, the first stop on the European tour, Nixon decided to authorize the bombing, but was persuaded by Kissinger to delay its implementation. “I wanted to go over the military operations once again and to work out a diplomatic plan,” Kissinger explained. Kissinger then ordered Colonels Haig and Sitton to fly to Brussels.


It was a Sunday evening in suburban Washington, and Sitton, enjoying a day off, was looking forward to a dinner party he and his wife were giving in a few hours. The telephone call from Haig came while he was in the shower. He was crisply ordered to pack his bags and rendezvous with Haig at the Pentagon as soon as possible. The two men would then go to nearby Andrews Air Force Base, Haig told him, and take an Air Force jet to New York, where they were to take a commercial overseas flight to Brussels. There they were to brief the President and his national security adviser on the proposed B-52 strikes.


Sitton moved fast, but by the time he reached the Pentagon, there had been a change in plans. The hurried jet ride to New York and the commercial flight to Europe were out; instead, Haig told the properly awed Sitton, they were going to be the sole occupants of a backup presidential plane that would whisk them directly to Brussels. Haig was never reluctant to make use of the enormous authority available to him.


There was time for a quick visit to the quarters of General Wheeler at Fort Myer, Virginia, a few miles from the Pentagon. Sitton worried about his new assignment as Haig and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff discussed the presidential briefing. “There’s one more problem, General,” Sitton found himself telling Wheeler. “Am I giving an informational briefing or am I selling this program?” Wheeler’s answer was deft: “Go over there and follow your nose. If it’s your opinion that they want to do this, you’re a salesman.” As Sitton remembers it, he and Haig, two colonels suddenly propelled up to the highest level of decision making, laughed nervously at Wheeler’s remark.


Once in Brussels, ushered to the President’s personal airplane, Haig and Sitton learned that Nixon would not, after all, be meeting with them. Kissinger explained that he had tried to get the President to participate but there was other pressing business. And so the three men, sitting in a small but elaborate conference room in the back of Air Force One as the Nixon entourage flew to London, began talking about the bombing of Cambodia.


Kissinger’s overwhelming concern was secrecy. “That was the concern—even above wanting to do it,” Sitton says. “We’ve got to do it with total secrecy.” The Air Force colonel recalls Kissinger’s attitude vividly: “He was still wringing his hands and seeking moral support to be sure that we could do it and do it without having it in the newspapers.”


There was no talk of international law or diplomatic niceties, says Sitton. Nor was any concern expressed about Prince Sihanouk’s response. Kissinger insisted that the missions had to be conducted without the knowledge of the Strategic Air Command’s normal command and control system—highly classified in itself—which monitors for budgetary requirements such items as fuel usage and bomb tonnage deployed. At one point, Kissinger wanted the Cambodian bombing arranged so that crew members aboard the B-52s would not know they were bombing Cambodia. Sitton balked. He warned Kissinger that if the pilots and bombardiers were not officially told, they would nonetheless quickly figure out where they were bombing and begin gossiping about it.


Sitton won his point, but only after guaranteeing that he could devise a method to set up cover missions and false reporting requirements that would keep the normal chain of command from finding out that Cambodia was under attack. He was under no illusions about Haig’s and Kissinger’s purpose in bringing him aboard Air Force One: “I was the operations guy who knew how to make it happen.” If it did not happen correctly—that is, secretly—and word of the bombing leaked to the press and led to antiwar and anti-Nixon protests, he knew he would be the one saddled with the blame.


Near the end of the flight, Nixon walked back to the briefing room. “He thanked us for coming, apologized for not being there and said he’d discuss it with Kissinger,” Sitton says. “It was obvious that Henry’s recommendation would carry a lot of weight.”


There was another brief interruption. Bob Haldeman also joined the conference for a few minutes, long enough for Kissinger to explain carefully and fully what he, Haig, and Sitton were talking about. “Henry was very comfortable with him,” Sitton recalls. And yet it was clear to him that Haldeman really wasn’t that interested. “He acknowledged it [Kissinger’s briefing] with a nod. He didn’t really care. Why Kissinger felt he had to tell him I don’t know.”V


Kissinger says in his memoirs that he wanted the bombings because a failure to react to Hanoi’s “cynical” offensive “could doom our hopes for negotiations; it could only be read by Hanoi as a sign of Nixon’s helplessness in the face of domestic pressure. . . .” Back in Washington, he tried to persuade Sneider that, while the missions would not be militarily useful, they would fit into his theory of “always keep the enemy guessing,” the Nixon “madman theory.” Characteristically, Kissinger seems to have told everyone what he thought was wanted, since Nixon, in his memoirs, depicted a tough-minded national security adviser whose steadfast support of the bombing helped him override Laird’s and Rogers’ opposition. At a critical moment, Nixon wrote, Kissinger carried the day by telling the President: “What do we care if the New York Times clobbers us now if it helps us end the war sooner?” The President added: “I agreed with him.”


Laird and Rogers warned the President that he would run into intense criticism from Congress and the press if word of the missions became known, as both Cabinet members thought highly likely. Laird was fully in support of the bombing but argued vigorously against keeping it a state secret. “I was for going public right away,” he says. “I wasn’t worried about Sihanouk. I considered it a sanctuary not in the control of Cambodia . . . North Vietnamese territory. There was nothing much he [Sihanouk] could do about it.” Kissinger and Rogers “went the other way,” Laird recalls, expressing fear that if the bombings became known “we’d have all kinds of trouble in the United Nations and with Sihanouk.”


Laird and Rogers made the error of telling the President what they really thought. Kissinger knew better.


Despite the brave talk about standing up to the New York Times, Nixon and Kissinger were obsessed, of course, about Congress and the media. The B-52 bombings, whose early justification had been the need to respond immediately to the North Vietnamese challenge, were delayed long enough for Colonel Sitton to perfect a reporting procedure that would insure secrecy. And in the meantime Nixon ordered a top-secret cable sent to Ambassador Bunker in Saigon, explaining that all discussions of B-52 bombings of Cambodia had been suspended. Such a cable, despite its classification, would routinely be read and filed by dozens of senior officers and military clerks. At the same time he had a backchannel message sent directly to General Creighton W. Abrams, commander of the American forces in Vietnam, telling him to ignore the message to Bunker and continue planning for the B-52 missions.

—


Sitton went back to the drawing board and soon devised a plan that seemed foolproof. Sixty B-52 aircraft would be sent on the mission. Twelve of them would drop their bombs on legitimate targets inside South Vietnam; the others would be bombing Cambodia.


Sitton’s process was to become known as the dual reporting system. The B-52 pilots would be briefed en masse before their mission on targets that were in South Vietnam—that is, the cover targets. After the normal briefing, some crews would be taken aside and told that shortly before their bombing run they would receive special instructions from a ground radar station inside South Vietnam. The radar sites, using sophisticated computers, would in effect take over the flying of the B-52s for the final moments, guiding them to their real targets over Cambodia and computing the precise moment to drop the bombs. After the mission, all the pilots and crews would return to their home base and debrief the missions as if they had been over South Vietnam. Their successes and failures would then be routinely reported in the Pentagon’s secret command and control system as having been in South Vietnam.


The small contingent of officers and men who worked inside the four ground radar sites in South Vietnam were to be provided with top-secret target instructions for the Cambodian bombings by special courier flights from Saigon that arrived a few hours before each mission. The men on the ground knew Cambodia was being bombed, but none of them reported that fact until the Watergate investigations of 1973. The men had no illusions about why the secrecy was necessary. Hal Knight, Jr., of Memphis, Tennessee, was the first to talk. Knight, who resigned from the Air Force as a captain in 1972, after being passed over for promotion twice, told the Senate Armed Services Committee in July 1973 that he had believed the bombings were being kept secret to hide them from the American public and the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. There was another concern, too, Knight said: “The thing that disturbs me a little bit is the fact that at least once, if I had had a nervous breakdown . . . I could have gone to a typewriter, picked me out a town, say, within a reasonable distance of the actual aiming point, changed the coordinates of the aiming point to those of that town . . . and no one would have known the difference.”


The final reporting process, as approved by the National Security Council, flew in the face of a basic military principle. “We were all trained to the idea that those reports were just pretty near sacred,” Knight testified, “and that falsifying a report could result in the gravest disciplinary action against the person who did it.”VI Knight did not add in his testimony that he and his colleagues had been trained to deal with B-52 missions involving the basic mission of the Strategic Air Command—the carrying of nuclear weapons. Nixon and Kissinger were casually tampering with the command and control system of America’s nuclear deterrent, a system necessarily under constant high-level analysis to prevent accidents or unauthorized nuclear bombings.


Sitton’s plan, as approved by Kissinger and Haig, included elaborate precautions in case reporters in Saigon or Washington began asking questions about the missions over Cambodia. If that should happen, they were to be told by a press spokesman that, yes, B-52s did strike on routine missions in South Vietnam adjacent to the Cambodian border. The spokesman, wrote Sitton, is to “state that he has no details and will look into this question. Should the press persist in its inquiries or in the event of a Cambodian protest concerning U.S. strikes in Cambodia, U.S. spokesmen will neither confirm nor deny reports of attacks on Cambodia but state it will be investigated. After delivering a reply to any Cambodian protest, Washington will inform the press that we have apologized and offered compensation.”


Sitton was ordered to draft the initial set of press guidelines—and all subsequent guidelines for dealing with the press during the clandestine bombing—in the most secure manner possible. Only a few men inside the Pentagon—including the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and Sitton’s two immediate superiors—were to know what the White House was doing. Any paperwork in connection with the bombing was to be hand carried by Sitton to his superiors; nothing was to be put into the normal lines of communication.

—


Nixon and Kissinger wanted the bombing, but they preferred to bomb with the concurrence of Laird and Rogers. By mid-March, Laird had been brought around, although he still had reservations about the secrecy aspect, but Rogers was still opposed.


On March 15, Nixon formally authorized the Joint Chiefs to schedule the attack for March 18. Neither Rogers nor Laird was told that the command order had been given. The next step was to concoct an Oval Office meeting for Rogers and Laird. As Kissinger recalled it, the March 16 meeting “followed predictable lines.” Laird and General Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, advocated the bombing; Rogers objected on the ground that it would create domestic turmoil. Kissinger’s revealing account continues: “There were several hours of discussion during which Nixon permitted himself to be persuaded by Laird and Wheeler to do what he had already ordered. Having previously submitted my thoughts in a memorandum, I did not speak.”


Two days later Kissinger was talking with Halperin when Haig broke in and handed Kissinger a cable. Kissinger smiled. The first raids on Cambodia had gone without a hitch and the crew members, in their initial debriefings, reported seventy-three secondary explosions, some as much as five times the normal intensity. Vietcong headquarters, with its presumably vast stores of munitions, must have been hit. Kissinger expansively shared the report with Halperin and then sternly warned him that the bombing of Cambodia was a vital secret that they had to protect; only a very few people knew of it.


Kissinger did not report in his memoirs that the initial report of numerous secondary explosions, like so many of the reports official Washington received from the battlefield during the Vietnam War, was exaggerated. Those first raids did not, in fact, accomplish their basic mission—the destruction of COSVN. And within hours that failure cost American and South Vietnamese lives.

—


On the same day Kissinger was sharing his secret with Halperin, a Special Forces group, twelve thousand miles from the White House basement, also learned for the first time of the B-52 attacks. The men, operating out of a makeshift base near the Cambodian-South Vietnamese border, were told that they were going to be inserted by helicopter into the COSVN area right after the bombing raids, literally before the dust and smoke had a chance to settle. Two members of the reconnaissance unit were Americans; the rest were specially trained South Vietnamese soldiers. Listening excitedly was Randolph Harrison, a Green Beret lieutenant who was not scheduled for the mission. He and his fellow officers had long urged using B-52 strikes to destroy the North Vietnamese sanctuaries, and he recalls the briefing vividly: “We were told that we would go in and pick some of these guys [COSVN personnel] up. If there was anybody still alive out there they would be so stunned that all you will have to do is walk over and lead him by the arm to the helicopter. This is what they told us. We had no reason to doubt this. . . . We had been told that B-52 strikes will annihilate anyone down there.”


Moments after the bombing, the helicopter rolled over the still-smoking bomb site and unloaded the thirteen-man reconnaissance team. There was instant carnage. “The visible effect [of the B-52 bombing] on the North Vietnamese who were there was the same as taking a beehive the size of a basketball and poking it with a stick,” Harrison says. “They were mad.” Only four members of the team lived long enough to find cover in the woods. “I’m sure there are instances wherein tremendous damage has been done by B-52s,” Harrison says. “But my original enthusiasm has been tempered somewhat.”


There was an order from military headquarters in Saigon to insert a second Green Beret team that morning, he recalls. No one wanted to go. “They said, ‘Fuck you.’ ” The second mission did not take place.

—


There is no evidence that the Pentagon informed the White House of the slaughter of the intelligence team in the jungles of Cambodia. Neither Kissinger nor Nixon mentions the deaths in his memoirs. There was White House concern, however, about the failure to knock out COSVN. Richard Sneider thinks Haig may have been embarrassed by the lack of results, but he was among those urgently recommending a second attempt on COSVN. “The military kept on saying, ‘We’ll get it next time,’ ” Sneider says. Colonel Sitton recalls hearing right away that the reconnaissance team had been “shot up.” It caused him no undue worry. “We weren’t surprised. It was a complete and total headquarters,” he said of COSVN. “The more bombs we laid on it, the more we learned how big it was. We could find air vents sticking up above ground but couldn’t tell which way they were going underground.”


Such accounts of the size and permanence of COSVN emplacements would have amazed North Vietnam’s leaders in Hanoi. They had issued orders early in the war that COSVN was never to stay in one place for more than ten days. The enemy headquarters moved constantly throughout the war, constantly managing to leave a false trail for American intelligence. COSVN was never destroyed.


Nevertheless, the White House did not seem to consider the March 18 attack on COSVN a military failure. In his memoirs, Kissinger insisted that the bombing was kept secret solely for diplomatic and military reasons: “[A] public announcement [would have been] a gratuitous blow to the Cambodian government, which might have forced its demand that we stop; it might have encouraged a North Vietnamese retaliation (since how could they fail to react if we had announced we were doing it?).” If the bombing had been made public, Kissinger added, “It would surely have been supported by the American public.” Richard Nixon was more honest. There was concern about Prince Sihanouk’s position, he wrote in RN, but “Another reason for secrecy was the problem of domestic antiwar protest. My administration was only two months old, and I wanted to provoke as little public outcry as possible at the outset.”


Within the next few months, the secret bombing of Cambodia would become far more intense, and Colonel Sitton would be rewarded for his work with a promotion to brigadier general; later he would become a lieutenant general, the second-highest rank in the Air Force.


Sitton had been promoted for helping to institute a policy that would enable a few men, operating without written instructions, to change the flight path and bombing patterns of a Strategic Air Command bomber. In his view, he had been a good officer, carrying out orders that he knew had come from the very top of the government: “My job was picking the right target and putting the bombs there. If the government chooses to bomb in secret, that’s a political decision.”


Over a fourteen-month period, ending in April 1970, Nixon and Kissinger authorized a total of 3,630 flights over Cambodia; by the Pentagon’s count, the planes dropped 110,000 tons of bombs.


In 1973, when the full story of the secret B-52 bombings became known, Kissinger was among the first to condemn the fact that the bombs were officially reported to have fallen not on Cambodia but on South Vietnam. Speaking at the height of the outcry over Watergate, Kissinger told the author, then a reporter in Washington for the New York Times, that the White House “neither ordered nor was it aware of any falsification of records” of the bombing. He added that the White House had begun its own investigation into the official mishandling of the records. “I think it’s deplorable,” he said.





I. The talks initially were held up by, among other problems, a demand by the United States and the South Vietnamese governments that only North Vietnam, and not the National Liberation Front, be formally included in the talks. The solution, calling for the use of a round table, provided a compromise of sorts: Washington and Saigon would continue publicly depicting the conference as “two-sided,” while also agreeing to sit at the round table with representatives of Hanoi and the NLF. A dispute over the size and shape of the table to be used during the proceedings further held up the expanded talks for ten weeks.


II. The new administration felt free in early 1969, however, to order a sharp increase in the number of B-52 missions over the Ho Chi Minh Trail in southern Laos. The bombing had begun in December of 1965, when the United States became directly involved in the ground war in South Vietnam. The Laotian missions totaled 3,377 in 1968 and rose to 5,567 in 1969, according to official Pentagon statistics, as the B-52s, no longer permitted to bomb North Vietnam under the November 1968 bombing halt agreement, were increasingly diverted to Laos. Nearly 160,000 tons of bombs were dropped over the Ho Chi Minh Trail in 1969, a 60 percent increase from 1968. Such increases were apparently not considered enough of a “signal” of the Nixon Administration’s intent to prosecute the war harshly.


III. Kissinger learned quickly. William Buckley, in his United Nations memoir, recalled his first visit with Kissinger in the White House, on a Friday in the spring of 1969. Buckley was pressed for time; he was soon to go off on a lecture tour. “I will send a jet for you,” Kissinger said. Buckley offered to take the Eastern Airlines shuttle, which flew hourly between New York and Washington. “No,” Kissinger said, “the jet will take you back.” Kissinger couldn’t resist adding, Buckley wrote, “This is going to ruin academic life.” Buckley’s escort officer for the private flight, he wrote, “was an amiable young-looking colonel—Alexander Haig.”


IV. The evidence is clear, in fact, that the North Vietnamese and Vietcong attacks were in response to a previously authorized increase in American operations. Pentagon statistics show that the number of battalion-sized operations initiated by American units rose from 727 in November 1968, the month the Johnson Administration’s bombing halt began, to 1,077 in January 1969—an increase of nearly 48 percent. Some of these operations were among the most brutal of the war in terms of civilian casualties in the South. For example, Operation Speedy Express, initiated on December 1, 1968, was an unrestricted shelling and bombing of Kien Hoa Province in the Mekong Delta that caused the death or forced relocation of thousands of peasants. Kevin Buckley, a reporter for Newsweek magazine, later quoted American officials as estimating that as many as 5,000 noncombatant civilians were killed “by U.S. firepower to ‘pacify’ Kien Hoa. The death toll there made the My Lai massacre look trifling in comparison. . . .” In a “pacification” operation farther north, as many as 12,000 peasants were driven from their homes. It was in response to such attacks that the Vietcong and North Vietnamese increased their military activities. Nonetheless, at a briefing in May 1969, Kissinger—identified only as a White House official—told the White House press corps that the number of American battalion-sized operations had “not significantly increased since last November.” Describing that stage of the war in his memoirs, Kissinger was again misleading. He wrote that General Creighton W. Abrams, the new commander of American forces in South Vietnam, had only “concentrated on protecting the population” in the last half of 1968, as part of a more aggressive American pacification effort.


V. A few days after the airborne planning session, the President flew on to Paris for his much publicized ceremonial meeting with Charles de Gaulle. In Paris, Nixon and Kissinger also summoned Henry Cabot Lodge, the newly named chief delegate to the Paris peace talks, to a three-hour Vietnam strategy review session in a secure room in the American Embassy in Paris. Also at the talks were Secretary of State Rogers and Marshall Green, Assistant Secretary of State for East Asia and Pacific Affairs, who was temporarily attached to the Paris negotiating team. Green recalls no mention of plans for the B-52 missions.


VI. The bombing of Cambodia, concealed from Congress as from the public, was considered as an article in the impeachment of Nixon in the House Judiciary Committee’s impeachment inquiry in 1974. The article was voted down 26 to 12, and ten members who had voted in favor of the article filed a dissent in which they said, “By failing to recommend the impeachment of President Nixon for the deception of Congress and the American public as to an issue as grave as the systematic bombing of a neutral country, we implicitly accept the argument that any ends—even those a President believes are legitimate—justify unconstitutional means.” The committee was unable to learn how the dual bookkeeping system originated. The Senate Armed Services Committee, in hearings a year earlier, had also been unable to fix responsibility for authorization of the dual system. The first hint of Sitton’s involvement, and his direct contact with Kissinger and Haig, was given to me by a senior Pentagon official in mid-1979. Sitton, retired and living in Georgia, readily described his activities on behalf of the White House.
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KOREA: THE FIRST CRISIS


THROUGHOUT THE 1968 presidential campaign, Nixon had privately told his foreign policy aides that he believed the quickest way to end the war was through Moscow. In late March 1968, his staff had persuaded him to publicize his solution to the war. In a speech prepared for delivery on March 31, Nixon declared, “The Soviets hold a position of extraordinary advantage in Vietnam. . . . If the Soviets were disposed to see the war ended and a compromise settlement negotiated, they have the means to move Ho Chi Minh to the conference table. . . . The real centers of decision are Washington and Moscow.” The speech was never given. President Johnson chose that night for his dramatic announcement that he was not a candidate for reelection, and Nixon, ever cautious, decided then to keep his plan to himself—and did so throughout the long campaign.


Kissinger, however, who had made it clear in his Foreign Affairs article that he did not think the road to peace in Vietnam led through the Soviet Union, was faced with a potentially profound disagreement with Nixon on the new administration’s most crucial area of foreign policy. Within weeks, he managed to suppress his doubts about the value of such intervention and to become a passionate advocate of Nixon’s plan to end the war by threatening the Soviet Union. On March 20, for example, he sent Nixon a top-secret memorandum, “Vietnam Situation and Options,” that had been drafted by Morton Halperin. “There is no question,” Kissinger wrote, “that the Soviets could play a major role in bringing the war to an end if they decide to put pressure on Hanoi.” He concluded that the Soviets would become involved, and pay the consequent price in the world Communist movement, “only if after a careful calculation of costs and gains they decide that it is in their interest to do so.” He was telling the President what he wanted to hear.


It was at this time, Kissinger wrote in his memoirs, that he decided to ask Cyrus Vance, who in February had resigned the post of deputy chief of the Paris peace talks delegation, to take on a mission that “was tailor-made for his qualities. It was nothing less than to enlist the Soviet Union in a rapid settlement of the Vietnam War.” The plan was to send Vance to Moscow in an attempt to link what Moscow wanted—the opening of strategic arms limitation talks—to a Vietnam solution. The linkage was pure Nixon. On April 3, Kissinger formally proposed the Vance mission to Nixon.


Kissinger’s proposal was carefully thought out and put him in a no-lose position. Its basic thesis was flattering to the President, who had been describing Moscow as the key to a Hanoi solution for more than a year. Kissinger recommended that Nixon accompany the proposal by warning Ambassador Dobrynin that United States-Soviet relations were “at a crossroads.” There would be very tough talk to the Soviets—something that always delighted Nixon—and Dobrynin would be told that none of his country’s major needs could be met as long as the Vietnam War continued to be an obstacle. If the Vance mission failed, Kissinger recommended a military showdown with Hanoi. If the mission was a success, the Soviets would be told that Nixon would then consider a possible summit meeting—another of Nixon’s eagerly sought goals.


Kissinger’s price for all this advice was carefully shielded but explicit nonetheless, as his memoirs made clear. His April 3 proposal for the Vance mission included this important proviso: “Our government has to be sufficiently disciplined to speak with the same voice.” Kissinger, of course, was to be that voice.


Kissinger kept his proposal very quiet, not even telling Halperin, at the time his closest aide on Vietnam matters in the NSC. Kissinger had good reasons for not telling. Halperin was aware that Kissinger had discussed substantially the same mission with Averell Harriman, the former chief negotiator at the peace talks. “I knew Henry was meeting with Harriman and telling him he would send him to Moscow to settle the war,” Halperin recalls. “I always thought the purpose was to keep Harriman quiet.” Halperin, furthermore, was extremely skeptical, as he knew Kissinger was, of the prospect of settling the Vietnam War in Moscow.


The Vance mission suited Kissinger’s internal needs perfectly. In his memoirs, Kissinger repeatedly portrayed himself as frustrated by the free-wheeling atmosphere at the top of the Nixon Administration that spring; he conceived of the Vance mission, he wrote, as a “means of bringing matters to a head.” His doubts about the value of such intervention with the Soviet Union, as expressed to Halperin and recorded in Foreign Affairs, were beside the point. The Vance proposal gave him a bureaucratic vehicle for enthusiastically endorsing the Nixon threat policy as well as a further chance to consolidate bureaucratic power.


The Vance mission never took place—the Soviet Union dealt with the impossible proposal by simply never responding to it. Moscow could not solve the Vietnam War. But Kissinger was beginning to achieve his goal of becoming the administration’s voice on foreign policy. It was possible, he was learning, to use the great issues, as he had done in his dealings with Vance and Harriman, to bolster his personal standing with the President and diminish that of his peers.


By mid-April, Kissinger was well on his way toward the neutralization of Laird and Rogers, but his bureaucratic battles were not fully won. His overriding concern in March and early April, as he and the NSC staff struggled to find an effective Vietnam policy, was the continuing signs of independence from the Secretaries of State and Defense. On March 8, in a private conversation with Ambassador Dobrynin of the Soviet Union, Rogers had gone too far, in Kissinger’s view, by suggesting that the Nixon Administration was prepared to begin secret peace talks with North Vietnam on military issues and also to begin discussing political matters in four-party talks that would involve the South Vietnamese and the National Liberation Front. Rogers’ comments to Dobrynin came a few days after a Vietcong shelling of Saigon, thus providing Kissinger with a chance to undercut the Secretary of State with the President by characterizing him as soft. In an eleven-page memorandum of March 10 (marked “Top Secret/Sensitive”), Kissinger told Nixon that Rogers was undermining the administration’s negotiating policy by offering secret talks without “getting anything in return” from the other side.


“We have combined heavy military pressure with a deliberate pace in Paris,” Kissinger declared. “We have specifically refrained from taking the initiative on opening private talks and have made clear that when such talks were possible we would talk only to the NVM [North Vietnamese] and only about mutual withdrawal.” Rogers’ conversation with Dobrynin had made it “difficult to resist early private talks . . . By lobbing a few shells into Saigon, Hanoi has induced us to change our position . . .”


On April 1, Laird, who had previously urged Nixon to begin withdrawing American troops from South Vietnam unilaterally, publicly announced a 10 percent cutback—for budgetary reasons—in the number of B-52 missions in Vietnam; the statement was issued without prior presidential clearance. But Kissinger was already strongly on record against any deescalation of the war, a view he knew agreed with Nixon’s. In a memorandum to the President three weeks earlier, he had argued that “Our military effort leaves a great deal to be desired, but it remains one of our few bargaining weapons.” He added that North Vietnam had begun withdrawing its main force units from the South, enabling American and South Vietnamese troops to devote “substantial forces to anti-guerrilla action. If we now de-escalate, Hanoi will get for nothing what it has had to pay heavy, perhaps excessive casualties to obtain: the effective neutralization of U.S. forces . . .”


The Laird and Rogers actions proved to be inconsequential in terms of serious peace negotiations, which had yet to begin in Paris, but they tormented Kissinger, who was driving to instill his will and influence throughout the bureaucracy. In his memoirs, Kissinger tried to show that his outrage was solely in terms of the damage to the American negotiating position. Rogers, he wrote, “was dissipating assets for one day’s headlines” by making commitments to Dobrynin. Furthermore, “The Paris delegation [which was under State Department control] lacked discipline; our internal divisions made it unlikely that we could present a coherent policy or prevent oscillation between extremes.” Thus Rogers was a poor bargainer, a publicity seeker, and an incompetent administrator.


As for Laird, wrote Kissinger, his announcement of a unilateral cutback in B-52 operations could be perceived by the North Vietnamese as a withdrawal of American forces. Kissinger did not explain in his memoirs how Hanoi could come to that conclusion less than two weeks after he and Nixon had initiated the first of the secret B-52 bombings of Cambodia.


Kissinger, aided by what he and Nixon saw as the diplomatic gaffes of Rogers and Laird, had greatly strengthened his position in regard to foreign policy inside the White House. He would take another great leap toward ultimate control in the administration’s first foreign policy crisis.


The crisis began late in the afternoon of Monday, April 14, 1969, when a North Korean jet fighter shot down, without warning and without provocation, a U. S. Navy electronic espionage aircraft known as EC-121. The four-engine propeller-driven plane, unarmed and weighted down with eavesdropping equipment, was attacked about ninety nautical miles off the coast of North Korea in international waters. All thirty-one men aboard were killed.


Nixon’s immediate response was to meet force with force, as the White House had done in Cambodia after the North Vietnamese offensive two months earlier. There was immediate talk of another B-52 strike. Nixon was angry, and adding to his anger was the obvious parallel between the EC-121 shooting and the North Koreans’ seizure in January 1968 of the U. S. Navy spy ship Pueblo, whose crew was held captive for eleven months. During his campaign for the presidential nomination, Nixon had repeatedly criticized the Johnson Administration for failing to retaliate, and he had returned to that theme in his acceptance address at the convention: “I say to you tonight that when respect for the United States falls so low that a fourth-rate military power like Korea will seize an American naval vessel on the high seas, it’s time for new leadership to restore respect for the United States of America.”


Kissinger lost no time in picking up the call for retaliation. He turned again to Colonel Sitton, to ask: Was it also possible to put a secret B-52 bombing mission into North Korea? Colonel Sitton, who had helped to draw up the Pentagon’s contingency plans after the Pueblo seizure, had a number of military options—“ranging from hitting one airfield to taking out everything”—ready to go when the White House called. He spent the next four days shuttling back and forth between the Pentagon and the White House with new attack plans for North Korea.


Over those four days, however, Nixon and Kissinger were unable to control the bureaucracy. That is, during the many meetings of the National Security Council, they were unable to prevent Laird, Rogers, and Richard Helms, director of the Central Intelligence Agency, from expressing their doubts about the necessity for and the risks of military retaliation. Kissinger’s and Nixon’s newly revised National Security Council system worked during the EC-121 crisis in a way that the two men made sure it never would again: to produce frank debate at the highest levels. When the Secretaries of Defense and State and the director of the CIA urged diplomatic action only, Kissinger and Nixon were confronted with Cabinet-level officials who were on record against retaliation before the two men had a firm plan on how to retaliate.


There was a basic—and until now unreported—reason for caution: a series of highly classified intelligence intercepts which demonstrated that—contrary to Nixon’s belief—the North Koreans had not shot down the EC-121 in a deliberate act of defiance. The plane had indeed been shot down in cold blood, but the National Security Agency, which intercepts and monitors communications all over the world, concluded soon afterward that the incident was apparently a command-and-control error involving a single North Korean airplane. There was no evidence that the North Korean government knew of the attack in advance, as it had, for example, before the Pueblo was seized. The NSA also concluded that the Soviet Union was “appalled” over the incident; it had quickly sent patrol craft out to help in the U.S. Navy’s search for survivors. One former NSA analyst recalls: “There was evidence it was a screw-up. The North Koreans are ruthless but careful. It would be very much out of their pattern” to gratuitously provoke the United States by deliberately shooting down one of its aircraft ninety miles offshore.


Amazingly, there is no evidence that senior policy makers in the White House were ever officially told of the NSA’s findings. Halperin, who worked closely with Kissinger during the crisis, does not recall receiving any indication that the EC-121 had not been provocatively shot down by the North Koreans. According to Halperin, if Kissinger knew otherwise, he kept it to himself. The NSA analyst, who was directly involved in the crisis, acknowledges that the staff of his agency would have been reluctant to report its conclusion to the White House, which had concluded from the start that North Korea was a deliberate aggressor. “It wouldn’t have been accepted,” he explains. “They wouldn’t have believed it.” If any cautionary report was sent, he thinks it would have gone backchannel as an off-the-record message.


Not everyone in the White House was eager to accept the incident at face value. Richard Sneider, the experienced East Asia aide, expressed doubts that were ignored. “I was the only one on the NSC staff who had second thoughts,” he says. “And I wrote Henry a memo saying in effect, We’ve got enough trouble now in Vietnam. The initial response domestically will be positive, but there will be a kickback.” Sneider “knew Henry was very serious about retaliation, but nobody else was. I remember telling Alex Johnson, ‘This is serious.’ He just laughed, and I said, ‘No, Alex, we’re serious about this.’ ” One of Kissinger’s ideas, Sneider says, called for what he termed a “sterile” strike over a North Korean airfield. “It was one of those things Henry said that nobody really understood. He wanted to send a couple of bombers over to clobber the airfield. The Pentagon said we can’t send planes over without air cover.”


Alexis Johnson “raised questions not because I thought we shouldn’t do it,” he recalls, “but because of no feasible plan. How would the North Koreans know when they saw those [U.S.] planes that this was just a retaliatory raid? What if they retaliated and hit our airfields in South Korea?” Kissinger proposed ordering all the American planes in South Korea into the air. Then, Johnson persisted, what if North Korea considered that move another stage of the attack? Kissinger’s response made the folly of any retaliation apparent to all, in Johnson’s view: “We’d have to communicate with Kim Il-sung [the North Korean premier] and tell him it’s only a retaliation.” Johnson insists that much of Kissinger’s behavior during the crisis was theatrical. In reality he “recognized that if you’re going to do something like that you have to do it immediately—not two or three days later.”


Kissinger’s audience in all this was, of course, not the senior aides in the government, but the President. Richard Nixon wanted retaliation, and thus so did he. Their underlying instinct was that a sharp military response was a necessary part of their secret threat strategy in the Vietnam War. If there were those in the administration who had reservations, they were the enemy.


Melvin Laird was among those most strongly opposed to the concept of a retaliatory strike, and he had even put his opposition in writing. The EC-121 issue was to lead to a direct and bitter confrontation between Kissinger and Laird. It was an inevitable collision, for Laird was correctly perceived by Kissinger as his one substantial threat to total domination of the bureaucracy. Laird’s public image as a hawk and a hardliner masked his intense desire to get the United States out of Vietnam. He had already surprised the President and his national security adviser, who knew less about the Secretary of Defense than they thought, by constantly urging—in private, of course—a disengagement from the war.I There was no talk from Laird of massive escalation, or the threat of escalation, as there was from Nixon and Kissinger. Laird wanted to begin the immediate withdrawal of Americans from South Vietnam. In their place, he proposed additional military training and economic aid for the South. His proposals on disengagement would eventually be adopted by a reluctant White House, for his influence in Washington was immense, and he was independent of the presidency. He had spent sixteen years in Congress, eventually becoming a respected leading member of the House Appropriations Committee, with control over defense spending. He had also spent years intensely involved with the appropriations subcommittee that handled finances for the CIA and other intelligence agencies. He understood the world of foreign policy and intelligence as well as, if not better than, anyone in the White House. He also seemed to understand what Kissinger and Nixon were up to. In his memoirs, Kissinger described Laird as others would have depicted Kissinger: “Laird acted on the assumption that he had a Constitutional right to seek to outsmart and outmaneuver anyone with whom his office brought him into contact.”


Nixon and Kissinger chose to deal with Laird by trying to work around him. His office was to be avoided.


“We always heard about it last,” says Robert E. Pursley, an Air Force colonel who was Laird’s military assistant. Pursley, who had been military adviser to Secretaries of Defense Robert McNamara and Clark Clifford at the time the Johnson Administration began its slow turnabout on the Vietnam War, was an extremely controversial figure, resented by many senior officers, including Haig and Wheeler, as being a dove on Vietnam. Many people thought that Pursley, whose intelligence and common sense were highly respected by Clifford and Laird, had more real power than a military assistant was entitled to have. His cautious views were to be very influential in the EC-121 crisis.


“The White House reached into the JCS [Joint Chiefs of Staff] general staff,” Pursley remembers, “and there was an endless stream of options. Our position”—that is, the position enunciated by Laird in memoranda written by Pursley—“was let’s not worry about the options. The issue is whether to retaliate at all or not—forget the options. The first question you have to study is whether you would run the risk of getting involved in a second-front war.” The Laird position, as spelled out to Kissinger and Nixon over the next few days, was that if the administration decided to retaliate, it would have to face the possibility of a general mobilization of men and women for the armed forces. “The North Koreans most certainly would respond” to an American attack, Pursley and Laird argued in their memoranda. The basic question that wasn’t being considered, Pursley says, was “just what in hell do you do after they respond? There was just no thought on that.”


“Kissinger was so limited in his thinking,” Pursley recalls. “His attitude was: ‘Don’t bother me. We’ll get the supplies from somewhere.’ We said let’s think it all the way through. But then it takes time to think it through and that’s what burned them up.”


Nevertheless, in those first days after the EC-121 incident, Kissinger ordered updated studies made of all options, including the possible use of tactical nuclear weapons. Six or seven were produced by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, ranging from retaliatory strikes on North Korean airfields to the mass destruction of hydroelectric plants.II


Nixon wanted to hit hard, too. “Kissinger and I continued to feel that retaliation was important,” Nixon wrote. “As he put it, a strong reaction from the United States would be a signal that for the first time in years the United States was sure of itself. It would shore up the morale of our allies and give pause to our enemies. We discussed the possibility that the North Koreans would respond with an attack on South Korea. Kissinger said that he did not believe that would happen, but, if it did, we had to be prepared to take whatever steps were necessary to bring the North Koreans to their knees.”


Rogers recalls a lot of tough talk from Nixon at an Oval Office meeting the morning after the shootdown. “The President said, ‘We’re going to show them.’ I told him that’s what Lyndon Johnson said about Vietnam and we’re still there,” Rogers recalled. Rogers argued against a second confrontation in Asia and listened as Kissinger argued “the other way.” A few days later, Kissinger began privately telling the press that Rogers was “soft.” The day after the meeting, Rogers, who had yet to learn that he was not expected to act like a Secretary of State, took it upon himself to indicate publicly that no significant retaliation against North Korea would be taken. In a speech before a meeting of the American Society of Newspaper Editors in Washington, he declared that “The weak can be rash. The powerful must be more restrained. Complexity in world affairs should teach us the need to act responsibly, to substitute cooperation for coercion and to move from confrontation to negotiation on the issues that divide nations.”


The day after the speech, more and more frustrated by his inability to gain government-wide support for immediate retaliation, Kissinger exploded. He stormed over to Laird’s office and, as Pursley recalls, “ricocheted all over the walls” in rage. “He was livid, and said that we had ‘usurped the President’s authority.’ Henry saw everything as a plot. That’s why it was so hard to deal with him. Mel Laird would tell them over and over—‘you guys are your own worst enemies.’ ”


In addition to cautions from Laird, Helms, Rogers, and Sneider, Kissinger also received prudent advice from William Porter, the Ambassador to South Korea. Porter, upon learning that the White House was considering bombing North Korea’s ports, sent a go-slow cable. “I stressed that a strong American reaction, which could not be revealed in advance to President Park [of South Korea], would be taken as a signal by the South Koreans to go North,” Porter says. “I said that they would believe that we had acted that way—in not consulting with them—in order to say that we did not urge them to go in.” The cable ended with the suggestion that the White House “be careful.”


Despite all this advice, Kissinger obviously expected retaliation to be authorized. He ordered a draft speech prepared in which the President would explain why it was necessary. And, in a futile attempt to make sure the National Security Council would decide the way he wanted it to decide, he ordered two interagency papers prepared. “Henry played a typical game,” says Sneider, who, as the ranking NSC official for East Asia, was to prepare the briefing papers for the NSC. “At the same time I was doing the interagency paper, Henry had Mort [Halperin] and Larry [Eagleburger] writing another paper. He was sure my report would be too soft.” Both Halperin and Eagleburger, as Kissinger knew, supported an immediate bombing raid.


Kissinger finally recommended one strike on a North Korean airfield from an American aircraft carrier, with enough planes involved to destroy all the planes on the airstrip. Nixon agreed to the one strike, but postponed ordering it—in part, he said in his memoirs, because of Porter’s warning. The final decision was put off until after Nixon’s news conference on April 18, which had been scheduled before the crisis arose. Nixon was preoccupied with elaborate briefings to insure that he would not stumble. The news conference may have been “a further source of inhibition,” Kissinger suggested in his memoirs. “It was an experience that usually filled him with such a combination of dread and exhilaration as to leave no energy for other reflection.”


Despite Nixon’s careful preparation, the news conference was a botch. Nixon announced that the reconnaissance flights, which had been discontinued since the EC-121 shootdown, would immediately be resumed and would be protected. He and Kissinger had agreed on that statement before the news conference, thinking it would be perceived as a “signal” that retaliation was still a live possibility. They were wrong. Their intended message was ignored or missed, and people in Congress and the media praised Nixon’s restrained handling of the crisis.III


In addition, Nixon made an extremely damaging breach of intelligence by revealing to the press that the NSA was able to monitor and recreate both North Korean and Soviet radar signals. Emphasizing that the EC-121 was in international waters, Nixon told reporters, “There was no uncertainty whatever as to where this plane was, because we know what their radar showed. We, incidentally, know what the Russian radar showed. And all three radars [Russian, United States, and North Korean] showed exactly the same thing.”


The Nixon statement created near-pandemonium at the NSA. “I died when I heard it,” one official said. “This was my business. I just fell out of my chair—I literally did.” He considered the Nixon statement equivalent to “Black Tuesday,” the day in 1960 when two NSA cryptologists who had defected to the Soviet Union were unveiled at a Moscow news conference. The NSA men, William H. Martin and Vernon F. Mitchell, gave away more secrets than ever before in the NSA’s eight-year history, and the revision of interception and signal communications that their betrayal caused took years to accomplish.IV


After Nixon’s statement about the EC-121, the NSA official says, “The Soviet Union and other countries changed every frequency, every crypt system, every net structure—all at once. It took months to work it out.” At the time of Nixon’s blunder, the Soviets, North Koreans, and Chinese were using relatively simple codes in their radar analyses and the NSA had been able to break those codes and recreate their radar patterns in its systems, giving the United States the incalculable advantage of knowing what the other side was seeing.


There was also dismay in the White House Situation Room, the lead-shielded basement office where the most highly classified materials could be discussed without fear of interception. Kissinger and his aides had gathered there before the news conference to continue their planning for air strikes in North Korea; there was also a quick intelligence briefing on how little the President could say publicly about the radar intercepts. The meeting was adjourned to enable Kissinger to attend the press conference. When he returned, Halperin recalls, Alexis Johnson, who had been horrified by Nixon’s comments, attempted a weak joke: “We’re going to take the President’s clearances away.” Kissinger said nothing.


Later that day, Nixon and Kissinger convened a meeting of the National Security Council and listened to the formal objections to retaliation from Laird, Rogers, and Helms. Nixon and Kissinger wavered in the face of such united opposition. “Kissinger agreed that we could ill afford a Cabinet insurrection at such an early date in the Administration,” Nixon wrote. In the future, important decisions would be made before the National Security Council met.


Kissinger confirmed that he recommended against a retaliatory attack after the April 18 Security Council meeting. But it was Nixon, he insisted, who really backed down. “I never had the impression Nixon had his heart in a retaliatory attack,” Kissinger wrote. “He had procrastinated too much; he had not engaged in the relentless maneuvering by which he bypassed opposition when his mind was made up. Now that he had in effect an alibi, he raged against his advisers. He would get rid of Rogers and Laird at the earliest opportunity; he would never consult them again in a crisis. . . . But the bottom line was that he would make no military response against North Korea.”


Kissinger made clear his contempt for the advice of Rogers, Laird, and Helms. “There was no discussion of the fundamental issue: whether our failure to respond to the shootdown of an unarmed reconnaissance plane over international waters might not create an impression that it would encourage our enemies in Hanoi and embolden opponents elsewhere.” Kissinger did not record the underlying reason for his concern: that the failure to respond militarily would be a setback for the “madman theory.” The other senior officials, not knowing the real strategy, could not understand why Nixon and Kissinger had insisted on a brutal response.


There was a lingering attempt to salvage a sense of American unpredictability. The “madman theory,” as Nixon had told Haldeman, involved the use, or threatened use, of excessive force. To that end, late on April 17 the Navy was ordered to assemble a flotilla of aircraft carriers and warships and steam to the waters off North Korea for the air attacks—if they were authorized. Twenty-four ships, including four aircraft carriers, subsequently formed a task force and, receiving no orders to launch strikes, merely steamed about the Sea of Japan for a few days before returning to their duty stations.


Their slow pace in reaching the area further frustrated Kissinger, who accused Laird and Pursley of deliberately delaying the flotilla to prevent any possible utilization of a military response. One intelligence official who monitored the EC-121 operation recalls that Kissinger “had an expectation that he could push a button and things would get done. He didn’t understand organizational routines. It took us three days to assemble the fleet and to go from the Tonkin Gulf to North Korea.” What complicated matters was that Nixon and Kissinger had ordered “the most enormous armada since the invasion of Normandy in World War II.”


Nixon and Kissinger agreed on a second military measure, also aimed at giving a “signal” to the North Koreans and the North Vietnamese. Sitton was called back to the White House and asked whether he could plan another secret B-52 mission over Cambodia. Sitton was eager to please. “How big a mission do you want?” he asked. “Do you want a bigger one?” Of course the answer was yes, and within days, ninety-six B-52s made another secret bombing run over Cambodia—more than twice as many as on the first raid in March. Once again a reconnaissance team was sent in to survey the damage and attempt to retrieve prisoners. And once again the team was badly shot up, with only a few men surviving to be rescued by helicopters.


Nixon was convinced, he said in his memoirs, that the B-52 attacks on Cambodia were “an effective way to impress the Communist leaders of both North Korea and North Vietnam with our resolve to support our allies and resist aggression.” Sitton wasn’t so sure. “Henry is the world’s greatest signal sender,” he said, “but I don’t know if the message he sent was the one he wanted.”


In his memoirs, Kissinger gave no hint of Nixon’s intelligence gaffe, nor did he indicate that the White House had been told of the vital information about North Korea’s intentions that the NSA had gathered shortly after the EC-121 was shot down. Nonetheless, he wrote that “The EC-121 incident was a blessing in disguise. It made us dramatically tighten our procedures.” What he meant was that he and Nixon had decided to collaborate in isolation, away from the advice of those in the Cabinet who might disagree. In early May, Nixon sent a memorandum to the bureaucracy announcing the formation of a special team to deal with crises, the Washington Special Action Group. Its members would not be Cabinet officials but their deputies. In the case of State, neither Rogers nor Under Secretary Richardson would serve; the State Department representative would be Alexis Johnson, who, Kissinger knew, could be trusted to perform his national security functions with no back talk and no leaking. The Pentagon representative would be the deputy Secretary of Defense, David Packard. The Secretary of State and the Secretary of Defense would no longer be involved in day-to-day crisis management. If they had a complaint, they could take it to the Oval Office.

—


Kissinger was careful to protect himself, and the President, throughout the crisis. On the second day, at a time when Kissinger was insisting that the Joint Chiefs of Staff provide military options, the New York Times and the Washington Post were told, as a page-one Times account by Max Frankel put it, “Diplomatic action rather than military response will be the Nixon Administration’s essential response . . .”


A few weeks later, Kissinger was interviewed by Patrick Anderson, who was writing a profile of him for the New York Times Magazine. The article, like all articles on Kissinger at that time, was friendly. It noted that President Nixon had been on the edge of ordering a retaliatory strike against North Korea. “Kissinger does not discuss his advice to the President,” the article continued. “It is reported that when some officials argued for a quick retaliatory strike, Kissinger replied that if the U.S. did bomb North Korea there was no need to hurry, that it would be better to act in cold calculation than in the heat of passion, and that while it is always easy to get into wars, it is much harder to get out of them. People who know Kissinger’s thinking find it very hard to believe that he would want the U.S. to risk confrontation with China and/or Russia over the loss of one intelligence plane.”


Kissinger was also misleading in his comments to the Kalb brothers for their biography. After Nixon decided on April 18 not to retaliate, the Kalbs wrote, “Kissinger was pleased that he had reached his decision only after a full range of options had been examined.” In his memoirs, however, Kissinger was sharply critical of the procedures he had set up in January: “The NSC system became a device to accumulate options without supplying perspective or a sense of direction.”


It was an early instance of what would increasingly emerge as another essential White House role for Kissinger: liaison to the liberal press. His function in the various interviews and briefings was not merely to garner favorable publicity for Nixon and his policies, but to shield the real goals and strategy of the administration from view. By doing so, Kissinger was also weakening the antiwar movement, and one White House goal—perhaps never completely articulated even in private by either Nixon or Kissinger—was to isolate the antiwar activists from the many millions of citizens who were also against the war but had yet to take to the streets in protest.


Kissinger’s adroit handling of the press did little to pacify those on his staff who, understanding Nixon’s strategy of threat, were distressed over his failure to demonstrate American nerve. After the crisis, Haig complained bitterly to one staff member, “I’m going to resign if we don’t get a President with balls.” Months later, Lawrence Eagleburger harshly criticized the White House’s handling of the incident, telling an American diplomat that he and Kissinger were “disgusted with pusillanimous politicians such as Nixon who talk tough but back down under pressure.”


Kissinger’s desire to demonstrate America’s toughness, although futile in the EC-121 case, had a built-in personal bonus: It stood him in good stead with Nixon, Haldeman, and their all-important loyalists in the White House. In his memoirs, Haldeman wrote that Nixon “believes that Kissinger overreacted on the hawkish side . . . [by] conceding the possible necessity of nuclear bombs as a bottom line if the North Koreans counterattacked.” One could never go wrong in that White House by being too far right. Nixon, Haldeman, and the other confidants now had their secret: Kissinger, the favorite of the liberal press and the antiwar columnists, could be tougher than even “the old man” in a pressure situation.


Kissinger was always careful not to show his hard line in public. He would continue with impunity for the next four years to argue heatedly in private for bombing—whether in North Korea or North Vietnam—and present himself in public and to the press as a force for restraint.

—


By late April, having survived the EC-121 incident with no loss of public esteem, the Nixon Administration began to put into effect its basic plan to end the war. North Vietnam would first be offered what Nixon and Kissinger believed was a generous peace—far more than anything suggested during the Johnson Administration. The offer would be accompanied by a direct threat to Hanoi and Moscow. If North Vietnam did not respond to the new peace proposal, it would be privately warned to expect a major, and perhaps irrational, escalation by the United States. In underworld language, Hanoi was being given an offer it couldn’t refuse. Public opinion would be assuaged, in case there was an escalation, by the initiation of Laird’s “Vietnamization” program—the publicly announced reduction of American forces and the increased training of South Vietnamese Army units.


The overall Vietnam policy was Nixon’s. It followed, to a remarkable degree, his view as he had spelled it out in his August 1968 talk to the group of southern convention delegates: “Critical to the settlement of Vietnam is relations with the Soviet Union. That is why I have said over and over again that it is going to be necessary for the next President to sit down and talk with the Soviet leaders—and talk directly, not only about Vietnam, you’ve got to broaden the canvas—because in Vietnam, they have no reason to end that war. It’s hurting us more than it’s hurting them.” Along with direct threats to the Soviets and Hanoi, “We need a massive training program so that the South Vietnamese can be trained to take over the fighting—that they can be phased in as we phase out.”


Kissinger’s role throughout this early period was that of the tactician dutifully executing orders from the strategist. Under his leadership, in February and March the National Security Council devised a new Vietnam negotiating strategy. Its major change was to alter drastically the basic American negotiating position as laid down by the Johnson Administration in October 1966, the so-called Manila formula. Under that formula, the war would be settled only when Hanoi withdrew its troops from the South, to be followed by the withdrawal of all American forces within six months. In short, the Johnson Administration had offered North Vietnam only a phased withdrawal, with Hanoi’s troops to leave first.


On April 1, the Nixon Administration issued a top-secret National Security Decision Memorandum, NSDM 9, which specifically revoked the Manila formula and proposed a mutually timed withdrawal of North Vietnamese and American forces from Southeast Asia, with political settlements to be negotiated by the South Vietnamese and the Vietcong. That was the offer Cyrus Vance would have made in Moscow, if the Soviet Union had permitted him to go.


On May 14, in his first presidential address on Vietnam, President Nixon disclosed the new proposal. He specifically abandoned the Manila formula—without saying as much—and proposed mutual withdrawal from South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, as well as an internationally supervised ceasefire and supervised elections in the South. The nationally televised speech also provided the first clue to the soon-to-be-announced Vietnamization program. “. . . [A]part from any development that may occur in the negotiation in Paris,” Nixon said, “the time is approaching when the South Vietnamese forces will be able to take over some of the fighting fronts now being manned by Americans.” Nixon also restated his belief in the overwhelming importance of the war: “If we simply abandoned our effort in Vietnam, the cause of peace might not survive the damage that would be done to other nations’ confidence in our reliability. . . . It would threaten our long-term hopes for peace in the world. A great nation cannot renege on its pledges. A great nation must be worthy of trust.” Hanoi, the President declared, was reported to have “given up hope for a military victory” in the South, but was “counting on a collapse of American will in the United States.” These were the themes that would dominate Vietnam debate over the next four years.


The new public offer was accompanied by private threats, as planned. Ambassador Dobrynin was summoned to Kissinger’s office shortly before Nixon’s speech and warned that, as Kissinger later told the Kalb brothers, if the Russians “didn’t produce a settlement,” the United States would “escalate the war.” Kissinger’s threat, which had been carefully worked out with Nixon, was meant to be a secret even from NSC staff members who worked directly on Vietnam problems and who had helped write the President’s speech—men such as Halperin. Eagleburger, however, had surreptitiously shown Halperin a copy of the “talking paper” for the meeting with Dobrynin. Eagleburger’s action was not disloyalty to Kissinger, but once again a normal part of inner-office bureaucratic procedure.


Later, Halperin would link the Dobrynin warning to his knowledge of the secret bombings in Cambodia, and would draw some correct conclusions about the real Nixon-Kissinger policy in Vietnam. At the time, however, he managed to persuade himself that real progress toward peace had been made through the change in American policy announced on May 14. He believed Nixon and Kissinger were certain that a quick settlement was possible that spring. Halperin was correct in his guess that the President and his national security adviser expected a quick settlement, but he and the other Vietnam War critics in the White House were convinced—as Kissinger and Nixon wanted them to be—that the high-level optimism was based solely on the change in the Vietnam negotiating policy. “It looks silly now,” Halperin says, “but at the time it was a big change of policy. The State Department was still holding out for the Manila formula.”


Nixon and Kissinger, as well as the National Security Council staff, were disappointed by the results of the May 14 speech, which the press and many congressional leaders regarded as conciliatory. North Vietnam and the National Liberation Front waited less than a day to denounce Nixon’s new proposal publicly and to claim that its essential element—mutual withdrawal—was unacceptable because it put withdrawal of the American GIs on the same basis as withdrawal of the North Vietnamese Army. Nixon, the NLF said in Paris, now “places the aggressor and the resisting victims of aggression on the same footing, a proposal that we have repeatedly rejected.” In a broadcast from Hanoi, North Vietnam stated, “The plan of the Nixon Administration is not to end the war but to replace the war of aggression fought by U.S. troops with a war of aggression fought by the puppet army of the United States.” And the expected give did not materialize at the weekly peace talks in Paris, which had quickly become propaganda rituals and were to remain so for the next four years.


Nor did the May 14 speech quiet the growing domestic dissent over the administration’s war policies. On May 15, eight Democratic members of the House, six of them from New York, introduced legislation calling for a ceasefire and the unilateral withdrawal of 100,000 American troops. Senator Frank Church, the Idaho Democrat who was a leading critic of the war, described the speech as a “bitter disappointment” because, he said, it showed that the Nixon Administration’s plan for ending the war was “the same as the Johnson plan.”


The war was still raging, at home and abroad, and casualties on all sides were mounting.

—


To those who asked, Kissinger and Nixon had but one message in the spring of 1969: Give us time. “The way we’re going now,” Kissinger told Patrick Anderson for the Times Magazine profile, “we can settle the war on acceptable terms. What we’ve lost in these past few years is time—time and public patience and public confidence in the Government.” Time, of course, was necessary for the secret-threat strategy to have its effect. When two liberal Republican congressmen, Paul N. (Pete) McCloskey, Jr., of California and Donald W. Riegle, Jr., of Michigan, visited Kissinger in his basement office, Kissinger said, as Riegle later wrote, “Be patient. Give us another sixty or ninety days. Please, stay silent for the time being.” The two congressmen, who had sharply criticized the Johnson Administration’s handling of the war, agreed to hold off.


In his memoirs, Kissinger wrote rather plaintively of the May 14 offer: “We knew too little of Hanoi at that point to understand that its leaders were interested in victory, not a ceasefire, and in political control, not a role in free elections.” He did not mention the threat to Dobrynin nor the fact that the notion of “free elections” existed neither in Washington nor in Saigon.


From May 14 on, the Nixon Administration was committed to a negotiating policy that could not succeed; and the obstacles were not solely in Washington and Hanoi. While the administration was making secret threats and publicly talking about mutual withdrawal and free elections, President Nguyen Van Thieu of South Vietnam was proclaiming repeatedly, as he did in early March of 1969, that he was simply not prepared to accept members of the National Liberation Front in his Saigon government. There could be no coalition government and “no Communist party as such” in Vietnam, he said. The NLF would be treated merely as another political party running for office. His aides later told journalists that Thieu was talking of NLF participation only in village and senatorial elections.


The North Vietnamese leaders were unimpressed by the May 14 offer for a number of reasons, as they later explained.V First, they believed President Thieu’s public remarks about the political future of the NLF were far truer than any abstract promises by Nixon of what would happen after a mutual withdrawal.


In an interview in Hanoi, Nguyen Co Thach, who was a senior member of the secret negotiating team in Paris and later became North Vietnam’s foreign minister, said that throughout the talks a major stumbling block was the refusal of the Nixon Administration to offer the NLF a true share of political power in the South. “In all of the negotiations,” he said, “the Saigon government was to be the lawful government of South Vietnam and the NLF was only to be a political party inside the framework of the Saigon constitution. We told Kissinger that we could not accept the constitution of the Saigon government.”


Thach put it succinctly: “The biggest mistake of Kissinger and Nixon was to want to have the whole cake, and not to share with others even a small slice.”


A second point of contention was Hanoi’s belief that there could be no reciprocity for the withdrawal of American troops, just as Hanoi had refused in late 1968 to make any concessions in return for the end of the American bombing. To match American withdrawals with similar removal of its troops from the South would be to obliterate the distinction, as a North Vietnamese official said, between the “aggressor” and the “victim of aggression.” A third reason for not taking the new offer seriously, Thach said, was the weakness of the Vietcong troops in the South. The Central Intelligence Agency’s assassination program in South Vietnam, known as Operation Phoenix, had slaughtered far more than the 21,000 officially listed by the United States.VI “We had many weaknesses in the South,” Thach said, “because of Phoenix.” In some provinces, 95 percent of the Communist cadre had been assassinated or compromised by the Phoenix operation.VII And finally, Thach said, although the top leaders of North Vietnam were aware that the Nixon Administration would consider escalation, they did not fear it. “All the threats were useless,” Thach said, “because during the whole war we never retreated from our position. If we were afraid, we could not go to war, and if we were afraid, we could not be very tough.”


Hanoi’s failure to respond favorably to the May 14 speech—no such response, Thach said, was ever considered—hardened the Nixon-Kissinger attitude. “I had never thought that peace in Vietnam would come easily,” Nixon wrote; “for the first time I had to consider the possibility that it might not come at all. Nonetheless, I decided to continue on the course we had planned.” The May 14 speech had been the carrot; now Hanoi would feel the stick.


Kissinger was by now firmly in control of the bureaucracy—the May 14 speech was drafted and cleared by his NSC staff, and, far more important, Nixon waited until the last minute to allow Secretary Rogers, who was leaving for Southeast Asia on May 12, to review it. Kissinger and Nixon were more than a little careful with the Secretary of State; Halperin recalls that the plane bearing Rogers and his entourage was in final boarding preparations when the draft speech was delivered to the airport. There was a dual reason for cutting it so fine—to make sure Rogers could not cancel or delay his trip, and also to prevent his having the draft reviewed by one of the department’s Vietnam experts. Kissinger had made it: Rogers was now an outsider, a person to be conned and duped by the men running the White House. Kissinger was now an enthusiastic supporter and endorser of Nixon’s secret-threat strategy. His doubts about the possibility of victory in South Vietnam, as expressed to Daniel Ellsberg and many others in 1965 and 1966, were banished. The United States, he declared in his memoirs, now had a “duty” to defeat the Vietnamese, in part because they had had the audacity to defy a presidential threat:


“The North Vietnamese were cocksure; it was our duty to prove them wrong. I myself pursued the ambiguities of our complex policy with a heavy heart and not a little foreboding. But there was no acceptable alternative. We had the duty to see it through in a manner that best served its chances for success—because a defeat would not affect our destiny alone: the future of other people depended on their confidence in America.”


Nixon and Kissinger had no way of perceiving the scope of the American intelligence failure in those first months of 1969. The Vietcong had been staggered by the Tet offensive, just as Johnson’s men, their credibility in shreds, had insisted. Hanoi, weakened by the Phoenix program, by pacification, and by the Tet offensive, could not consider a ceasefire in 1969, because North Vietnamese theoreticians knew that the Vietcong forces in the South would have no chance to topple Thieu, even with American troop withdrawal, as long as he maintained his American air support. Hanoi’s goal was a political solution: the ouster of Nguyen Van Thieu. Negotiations would give North Vietnam the time needed to rebuild its forces in the South to the point where an offensive could be chanced if the negotiations failed. The war would have to continue.
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