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INTERVIEW

Q: General Taylor, were you satisfied with the forceful response of the United States to
the North Vietnamese attacks in the Gulf of Tonkin in August of 1964?
TAYLOR: Well, first I would say that in Saigon we did not get an immediate
interpretation from Washington as to what had happened. However we intercepted the
same information that Washington got and none of us questioned the fact that our ships
had been attacked by North Vietnamese boats on both days. I can't say we made an
analytical study of the evidence, but it seemed an obvious fact that attacks had taken
place. True, it had done no real damage to our ships, but nonetheless it was an act of
defiance of U.S. Navy to rush out into international waters and attack our ships, even if
they didn't do a good job of it.
I was surprised and disappointed we didn't retaliate for the first attack and waited till the
second. But I was happy that some retaliation took place, bearing in mind that it was
really a symbolic kind of thing that didn't do any great damage to the enemy and wasn't
expected to.
Q: Would you have preferred the attacks be more extensive, perhaps, or the targets
different?
TAYLOR: I didn't feel strongly about it because I still didn't know really how the navy
felt about the extent of the attack, so I accepted it as a reasonable decision.
Q: Now, there were other incidents in the fall and early winter of 1964 which many
authorities also felt invited retaliation. There was the attack at Bien Hoa against the B57s. There was the bombing of the Brinks Hotel in Saigon around Christmas. And we
didn't retaliate for those. How did you feel about that?
TAYLOR: Well, I recorded my views in Swords and Plowshares in considerable detail. I
felt the attack on Bien Hoa was a turning point because it was the first case where the
Viet Cong had directly attacked an American installation. It seemed a warning that
henceforth the Americans were going to be targets just as were the South Vietnamese.
Hence I recommended at once a retaliatory strike in North Vietnam. Now bear in mind
this question of the use of air power had been under discussion for a year at least, so my
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recommendation wasn't hitting Washington cold. I had cabled several times that I thought
we were playing a losing game since the fall of President [Ngo Dinh] Diem and all the
chaos which had followed, and that, sooner or later, we were going to have to avail
ourselves of this weapon which had never been utilized, namely our air power.
So I'm sure the President would have said he wasn't surprised to get this cable from me
recommending retaliation for Bien Hoa. But as you may recall, that was about two days
before the presidential elections at home. I knew that my cable was going to be an
unwelcome message to get in the White House. I don't know that I bet with myself, but I
was not surprised when it was turned down. But it was clear in my mind that we should
be ready to retaliate for any future incident of this sort. I should remind you that this
retaliatory use of air power was a different issue from the larger question of using air
power to reduce the war-making, war-sustaining capability in the North.
Then on Christmas Eve, the Brinks incident occurred--a clear case of terrorist action
against an American officers' billet. It was very fortunate that the damage was light. But I
recommended retaliation again despite the nearness of Christmas. I was much less
sympathetic in this case with the negative I got in reply; we should have retaliated then.
Finally when the attack on Pleiku came along, I think I had softened up Washington to
some extent by the two previous rejected requests. I had the good luck at the time of
Pleiku to have McGeorge Bundy as a visitor from Washington, the first time he had ever
been in Vietnam. I had a high regard for McGeorge personally and also knew he had great
influence with the President. So when the attack occurred with him on the spot, I
discussed it thoroughly with him and he agreed to support my request for retaliation. We
got on the telephone and called Washington, got Cy Vance on the telephone, told him
what had happened and that we both joined in recommending retaliation. He said, "I'll
call you back." To my amazement, within relatively few minutes, less than an hour I
would say, an approval came back authorizing our first overt retaliatory action against the
North with air power. Again, it was a symbolic response. It wasn't expected to do much
damage, but it started something.
Q: That was a rather short reaction time from Washington.
TAYLOR: Amazingly so, probably because this had been a current matter of debate for
weeks and months before.
Q: Did you get the feeling that someone in Washington had said, "All right, if they do it
one more time we're going to go"?
TAYLOR: I don't think that happened, but certainly they were ripe for a decision.
Q: Now, you have elsewhere documented the fact that you were among the more
reluctant officials concerning the decision to send American combat troops to Vietnam.
That's borne out in the cables in the Pentagon Papers, and in Swords and Plowshares
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and elsewhere. I have the impression from some of these documents that Washington on
this issue was moving ahead of you in the spring of 1965. Is that true?
TAYLOR: Well, I think that is true. It had been like pulling teeth to get the President to
agree to the use of air power, but strangely enough, he was more inclined, to use forces on
the ground. The former seemed to me a much less difficult decision to make although
both were hard. To go back a little, the attack on Bien Hoa had led to the question of how
to defend other airfields, and the President had shown a surprising willingness to entertain
the use of American forces to guard these airfields. Well, I wasn't for that. I thought it
would have been a very bad decision, and won my case by indicating to Washington that
an airfield is so big that, if the purpose is to keep mortar fire off it, we would need about
three battalions of infantry to defend the perimeter. So counting the principle airfields, we
would need a very substantial American force for the job. So that killed the matter.
But nonetheless, the President had revealed an attitude which was to reappear later. He
readily approved our recommendation to put ashore at Danang the two battalions of
Marines which had been afloat off that port. Shortly thereafter, he displayed eagerness to
bring in troops faster than had been agreed in recent conferences in Washington. In
Saigon, I was caught by surprise to find that warning orders were going out to army and
marine units around the world, which indicated that the President was thinking much
bigger in this field than ! was or than the tenor of recent discussions held in Washington.
Q: What do you think was the decisive argument for committing troops?
TAYLOR: For me it was Westy's insistence that he could not guarantee the safety of
Danang without the marines who were offshore. It was Westy's judgment, plus Collateral
evidence of ARVN weakness entirely consistent with that judgment, that led me to
support it.
Q: Well, that would explain the motive to defend American installations with American
troops.
TAYLOR: Yes.
Q: But it seems to me that there was also an idea right from the first in some circles that
we were going to carry out some kind of counterinsurgency activity with these troops as
well. I believe that decision was taken as early as April 1.
TAYLOR: I'm not sure I get that clearly.
Q: Well, can we distinguish between a defensive mission for these American troops and
an offensive one?
TAYLOR: Not really. I never tried. It may be true that Washington was slow in
explaining to the American people why American troops were required. But there can be
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no question that the first Marines landed to defend Danang. But no thoughtful person
would have expected them never to have another mission. When the first army troops
came in, it was to improve the defenses of the Saigon region, but again with no inference
that they would never pass to an offensive. There was nothing deceptive in the business
that I ever perceived.
Q: That's pointed to among commentators who were trying to talk about the credibility
gap, that officials in Washington sort of used the defense of the airfields as a subterfuge.
The nose of the camel ....
TAYLOR: Really? I'd never encountered that. In fact, I never heard that charge made.
Q: That the Johnson Administration intended to commit American troops all along and
this was an excuse to do it.
Concerning the bombing, which of course is its own controversy, there seems to be a
difference of opinion among responsible officials as to what the bombing was supposed
to accomplish, even what was the target supposed to be?
TAYLOR: Well, there was absolutely no excuse for anyone near the President in the
decision-making field for not knowing exactly what he had in mind. I stated the purpose
of the bombing repeatedly in cables from Saigon. When I came back from being
ambassador, I made a hundred and thirty-odd speeches on the Vietnam situation and
repeated many times the three reasons we had for initiating the bombing of the North, in
order of ascending importance.
The first was to raise the morale in South Vietnam, to give the feeling to the people for
the first time they were able to hit the enemy in his home territory who were ravaging the
South. I would say the bombing was successful for this purpose at least for a period of
time, but no one expected that high morale would last forever. But the bombing was a
good thing from the point of view of morale. But that alone did not justify it.
The second purpose was to use air power, to the degree that it could be effective, not to
stop the infiltration from the North--we had no illusion in the world that air power would
entirely stop the inflow. But we also knew our aircraft could make it a lot harder for
Hanoi's reinforcements, more expensive, more time-consuming to crawl down the trail
and not come marching down with bands playing. We accomplished that purpose.
The third purpose was the most important in my judgment. It was to carry out a slow but
inexorable barrage of air attacks advancing to the North, capable of convincing the Hanoi
government that everything in the Hanoi area was going to be destroyed unless the
leaders mended their ways. Unfortunately, we didn't do it in that way, at least not until the
Nixon Administration.
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Q: What about the argument that we hear from some high-ranking military officers that
gradualism, as you have suggested, was quite the wrong way to approach it?
TAYLOR: Yes, that's correct. From a strictly military point, there was little to
recommend the hesitancy with which we used our air power--a series of short advances of
the bombing interspersed with pauses of several days to see how Hanoi would react. It
was a far cry from the massive attacks we made against Germany to destroy the enemy
and his war-sustaining means just as rapidly as possible.
Yet I supported the gradualism at the start, to feel out the reaction not of*Hanoi but of
Moscow and Peking. Dean Rusk, by no means a timid man, emphasized the possibility
that these great communist powers might be committed by treaty to send forces to the aid
of North Vietnam if attacked by a third party. Hence, there was good reason*for us to go
slow with the bombing at the outset.
But it took only a month or two of a slow advance to convince me at least that neither
Peking or Moscow were paying much attention to it. From that time on I was in favor of
increasing the magnitude of the attacks and eliminating the pauses between them. That
might give the impression of inexorability that was so important. But it didn't turn out
that way because there was a strong group of advisers to President Johnson who kept
urging the importance of pauses to give Hanoi a chance to send us a signal--of what sort I
was never sure. We didn't need any signal. We didn't need anything, but capitulation. But
each time we stopped the bombing, even for twenty-four hours, we lessened whatever
psychological value was in the operation.
Q: Do you think it would have been possible to destroy Hanoi's ability to support the
insurgency in the South?
TAYLOR: We could have flattened everything in and around Hanoi. That doesn't mean it
would stop the war, but it would certainly have made it extremely difficult to continue it
effectively. North Vietnam was a highly centralized communist state, and we could have
certainly scattered the leadership into the jungles from which it would have been very
difficult to conduct their war in the South.
No one ever asked me the question, but of course, our strategy was always militarily
unsound. We should never have been fighting the war in the South; we should have been
fighting it in the North to begin with.
Q: Of course, politically that's another story.
TAYLOR: Now don't bring in these details.
(Laughter)
Q: Red China is not really a detail, I guess.
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TAYLOR: Many times in post-war years in the course of lecturing at war colleges,
students have questioned the quality of U.S. strategy in Vietnam. It's hard to defend. At
the time of my visit to Vietnam in 1961, why didn't I foresee a long, drawn-out guerrilla
war and, to avoid it, recommend a declaration of war against Vietnam and an amphibious
operation directed at Hanoi?
I have to admit that it never occurred to me to make such a recommendation. We didn't
foresee the toughness and endurance of the North Vietnamese or the ineptitude of the
South Vietnamese leaders in unifying their own people and in using the many forms of
aid the U.S. would give. Nor did I anticipate the domestic divisions in the U.S. that
eventually forced us to abandon our allies and come home in humiliation.
Q: Walt Rostow has said that the bombing was more effective after March 31 of 1968
than it was before because it was more concentrated. Would you agree with that?
TAYLOR: I don't recall that March 31 marked any great change in that.
Q: The time when the bombing was limited to the 20th Parallel in 1968.
TAYLOR: Well, I never felt in that period the bombing was doing any real good although
it was better than no bombing at all. It was never really effective until the Nixon
Administration, when our air force had their new bombs and much greater latitude in
using them.
Q: The smart bombs?
TAYLOR: Yes. Creating the impression we could take out any target and do so quickly
and with little pilot exposure.
Q: Were you able to keep track of the bombing after the Johnson Administration had left
in any way except through the newspapers?
TAYLOR: I followed the entire situation as best I could. And there's very little you can't
follow in the American press. Of course, you get plenty of contradictory bits of so-called
information about many events. Since retirement, I think I know about as much about the
military problems of the country in a broad sense as I did when I was chairman of the
Joint Chiefs. I am ignorant of a tremendous amount of detail, of course. But what I know
is the kind of knowledge the decision-maker needs, whereas as chairman I had to have as
much of that as I could assimilate, plus detailed knowledge of the technique, capabilities,
and administration of the armed forces.
Q: Were there, in retrospect, any crucial personalities, decisions, turning points that you
look back on and think, gee, I wish this instead of that? That you wish things had gone
another way?
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TAYLOR: Now it's all over, I would say that the following decisions and actions on our
part are the most regrettable: a) the dispatch of the August 24, 1963 cable from
Washington to Saigon without proper clearance, which resulted in the overthrow and
murder of Diem; b) our failure to exploit the victory of Tet and, instead, to treat it as a
national defeat; c) our failure to declare war instead of being satisfied with the Tonkin
Resolution; d) acceptance of the 1973 cease-fire in Paris which, coupled with subsequent
congressional actions, obliged our U.S., forces to withdraw prematurely and thus lost us
the war.
I have explained the reasons for my views either in our interviews or in my writings and
lectures on these matters.
Q: Can I interrupt you right at this point, because chronologically I notice that you didn't
mention Laos.
TAYLOR: Laos was not that important. It's true that, as I indicated in my report in Laos,
the settlement we accepted there was a great discouragement to the South Vietnamese
because they thought it was a sell-out. I was very unhappy at the time because I didn't
think that triad of leadership called for in the settlement could possibly work. Yet actually
it didn't turn out badly. Laos was never a major problem to us in Vietnam, except as a
territory which we could not enter to prevent it being used as a highway from the North in
reinforcing the South.
Q: May I posit a thesis with you? Now I'm freewheeling a little bit, but Some things that
you've said have brought some things to mind. I have seen it said that if the CIA had been
allowed to operate in Vietnam the way they operated in Laos, they could have won the
Whole thing without a commitment of troops. Now, I think I know what your answer to
that might be, but I'm going to put it to you anyway.
TAYLOR: It just makes no sense at all. Whoever said that couldn't have understood a)
what the CIA did in Laos; b) what the complexity of the overall problem was in South
Vietnam. I never heard a CIA representative ever make such a claim.
Q: Well, I'm not sure they said it at the time either. In retrospect it's always easy to.. .
TAYLOR: That sounds like [Lou] Conein. Have you been talking to him?
Q: No, I haven't found him, but I'm going to. Well, General [Edward] Lansdale has told
me he's going to put me on to Conein.
TAYLOR: Well, it will be an experience to meet him, but for God's sakes, don't believe
all he says.
Q: Oh, well, the people who read the transcripts will have to make up their own minds
about that one.
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TAYLOR: He's a character. He's worth meeting.
Q: I understand he's in the area. He's in McLean.
TAYLOR: Really?
Q: I think so. I think so.
Well, General Taylor, I think we have covered the few things I thought we needed to go
back over. Is there anything you'd care to add?
TAYLOR: No, I'm holding nothing back that I know of. I've told you all I know, and
that's the time to give up, isn't it?
Q: You've been very forthcoming.
Q: General Taylor, can you tell me the reasons for your trip to Vietnam in 1957?
TAYLOR: By that time, I was chief of staff of the army, and I had not returned to the Far
East since becoming chief in 1955. Hence I naturally included Vietnam, which had a
growing military mission, on my schedule. I was particularly interested to see my old
friend General Sam Williams whom I'd picked for the job for several reasons. One, he
was a very fine soldier and a man of great character, also he'd been extraordinarily
successful with the Koreans. The Korean army swore by him in the critical last days of
the war when they were fighting off the last Chinese attack. So I had the feeling that Sam,
while not looking like a diplomat, had something about him the Oriental military men
would appreciate.
Q: Was that the battle of the Kumsong salient?
TAYLOR: Kumsong salient, yes.
Q: How did you find the country team state of affairs?
TAYLOR: Well, I found it was doing very well indeed, just as I expected. I spent, I think,
only a day and a half, something like that. I couldn't pretend to know too much about the
details, I didn't expect to.
Q: Was that when Ambassador [Elbridge] Durbrow had come, or had he not come yet?
TAYLOR: I don't know. I saw him on one trip. I believe that was the one. Incidentally,
this was my second trip to Vietnam. I'd been there in 1955 when J. Lawton Collins was
the de facto ambassador.
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Q: I see. Was there anything particularly that remains with you from that trip? The
earlier trip?
TAYLOR: Yes. That was a very impressive thing. I came down from Korea. I’d been
following the war from a distance. Then my war in Korea ran out, and I was very anxious
to go down and see on the spot what was taking place in Saigon. Well, that was the time
just after the exchange, of populations; about a million anti-communists came down from
the North and were settled in and around Saigon. There was just one mass of temporary
camps, and I could see the kinds of people and get some idea of what the future problem
would be in absorbing vast numbers of refugees.
Q: So there was a tremendous refugee problem, obviously.
TAYLOR: There was, indeed.
Q: Did you have any part in trying to deal with that?
TAYLOR: Well, we didn't have the means. We had no MAAG [Military Assistance
Advisory Group] of any size at that time so our means were not very great, but certainly
General Collin? in his capacity was doing what he could and reporting to Washington any
needs that might be met.
Q: What was your overall impression of the job General Williams was doing? Were you
satisfied?
TAYLOR: Oh, very much so. Very much so.
Q: There has been a lot of controversy about the kind of training that we were giving the
South Vietnamese forces.
TAYLOR: I don't recall whether it had come up at that point or not. You see, the JCS
viewed Vietnam always within the context of the defense of Southeast Asia, as they
should, at least up to a point. And what they were thinking about was, "What should we
do in case of a massive attack from the Chinese, perhaps combined with the North
Vietnamese?" That concern had been lying around for a long while as one of those, call it
a worst possible case if you will which needed serious attention. So that was the JCS
point of view. They wanted the Vietnamese forces to be able to participate in the defense
of Southeast Asia against a heavy conventional attack from the North. So that gave the
initial orientation at a time when the Viet Cong threat was only a nuisance, certainly a
serious nuisance, but had not take the dimensions which it assumed later on.
Q: Were there any voices in those early days trying to tell us that we ought to be doing
something other than that?
TAYLOR: Not that I recall, certainly not at that time.
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Q: A related issue concerns not the type of training perhaps, perhaps the Joint Chiefs are
not faulted for looking for a conventional threat from the North, but rather for attempting
to equip and train the South Vietnamese as a sort of image of the American army.
TAYLOR: I would say that no American soldier would ever admit to doing that
deliberately, but don't think it doesn't affect him, because you teach what your experience
has taught you to a large extent. So the American influence certainly followed the path,
generally, of the experience of the officers who happened to be the instructors on the spot.
Q: Were you aware at the time of any dissension in the mission over this particular
issue?
TAYLOR: No.
Q: Are we still talking about the time in 1957?
TAYLOR: Yes, sir. The 1957 visit.
Q: Did you visit Saigon again before 1961?
TAYLOR: No.
Q: Of course that brings us to a very big year, in 1961.
TAYLOR: Which I recorded very thoroughly in Swords and Plowshares.
Q: Yes, sir, and I've made a definite effort not to rehash that insofar as I can, but I feel
like I have to touch on some aspects of it. What was particularly interesting to you, that
you were particularly looking for when you went to South Vietnam?
TAYLOR: My interest was guided exclusively, or virtually exclusively, by the directive I
had from the President, which sent me on this mission to look at the situation in South
Vietnam and to determine what was needed to be done to make our program successful. It
was not to raise the question, "Is there a national interest in continuing our efforts?" That
had been determined by the National Security Council the last time in May of 1961. My
task was purely a matter of studying a situation which had been reported to Washington
by several responsible officials as being deteriorated, and deciding what to do to reverse
that trend.
Q: There have been stories of problems within the mission in Saigon at the time. Did you
discover evidence of this?
TAYLOR: No, I did not. Now bear in mind, visitors like us going to a place like Saigon
or any other Station of that sort, even though we were there I believe around ten days and
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worked very hard, each one of us--we couldn't verify anything like the rumors that might
be floating around Washington. As a matter of fact, I don't recall that it was [Frederick]
Nolting's mission that generated the reports of the kind that were in Washington. It
certainly was not on my checklist to investigate rumors. Later on, the internal state of the
embassy became a serious question.
Q: I have heard that one of the more colorful members of your mission was an old
Southeast Asia hand by the name of [Edward] Lansdale. Was he--?
TAYLOR: He was not a member of my mission.
Q: He was not?
TAYLOR: No, indeed. Never was.
Q: Well, then [David] Halberstam’s story is-TAYLOR: He was just getting a ride on my airplane.
Q: Oh, I see.
TAYLOR: No, he was not a mission member.
Q: Well, what was he doing?
TAYLOR: He had had considerable experience in the country. It was well known that he
knew many of the personalities. He expressed a desire, I think, and as far as I know it was
his request, to have a chance to go back and get a feel of things. And I welcomed his
presence, because I realized that here was a man who to some extent at least was an
expert, and [I would] be glad to hear anything he had to say.
Q: Well, did he report anything to you?
TAYLOR: No, he didn't come back with us, as a matter of fact. But he had made one of
the reports that rather shook up the White House some months before, and I'd read that
and I was very much interested. So I looked forward to seeing him when he got back. I
don't-recall we ever sat down and really talked over what he saw on the trip. I saw his
cables so I had a pretty good understanding.
Q: So he didn't go to Baguio, then, after the mission?
TAYLOR: I don't think he came to Baguio at all. As a matter of fact, I had to intervene
with the ambassador to get him to be allowed to go into Manila.
Q: Really?
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TAYLOR: Yes. He was viewed by that particular ambassador as being, well, not
dangerous, but as having contacts that might be misinterpreted if it were known that he
were about town. I replied to the Ambassador, "All right, then none of us will come to
town if Lansdale can't." We all went.
Q: Oh, really? That's interesting. I hadn't heard that. That's interesting.
As long as we're on Lansdale, let me ask another question which comes up in this context.
Didn't President [Ngo Dinh] Diem ask that Lansdale be sent as some kind of a personal
adviser or something of that sort?
TAYLOR: You mentioned that in your questions. I'm not sure that's the case. I really
don't know but it has a certain familiar note. But then the question is, "Well, why didn't
he go?" I certainly had no part in deciding one way or another because I didn't know at the
time the request had been made. Of course, if Diem asked for Lansdale or anybody else,
certainly if Washington were on the ball--and they should be--they would then ask
Nolting, "Did you concur in this?" and if Nolting said yes, he'd probably go, and if he said
no, he definitely wouldn't.
Q: So you're suggesting then that if he didn't go we might look at the embassy to see why.
TAYLOR: Well, have you talked to Nolting, by the way?
Q: No, sir.
TAYLOR: You ought to talk to him. He's right down in Virginia.
Q: He's on my hit list.
TAYLOR: Well, I'd be interested to know what he says.
Q: What was the relationship between Laos and Vietnam in 1961 when you first served
there?
TAYLOR: I would say that from the point of view of Saigon, there was great concern in
Saigon about Laos, both in the embassy and among the senior officials of the Vietnamese
government.
(Interruption)
Q: But the connection was primarily, from your point of view, a military [one]?
TAYLOR: No, it was the impact of Laos, the negotiations there, on the South
Vietnamese. Their feeling was that the kind of solution with scotch tape being negotiated
in Laos was going to break down, and the commies would eventually take over--they had
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a way of doing this kind of thing. That feeling had a definite impact on the morale of
Saigon, of the officials, to which were added the big flood of the Mekong and the
assassination of the Vietnamese liaison officer with the Americans. This combination of
things happening at about the same time as I arrived had created a great cloud of gloom
over the whole official front.
Q: Now, when the so-called Taylor-Rostow report of this trip was written, you and Dr.
[Walt] Rostow apparently both believed that it might become possible or necessary to
apply some kind of military pressures against the North to cut off their support and
encouragement. What kinds of pressures were envisioned at this time?
TAYLOR: Well, that was simply a warning we put in to the President, that we were
giving him a long list of recommendations which represented in the aggregate something
of a change of direction in policy. Actually, it was rather an intensification of effort
toward the current policy, staying in roughly the original direction. But we also saw--and
we didn't have to be very perceptive to see--that the real source of the danger of Vietnam
was from Hanoi. While we had at least a chance to be able to build up the internal
defenses in South Vietnam to the point of restoring normalcy to South Vietnam, it might
not work. So don't think, Mr. President, we were saying, that we guarantee that this is all
we have to do. We have a weapon that we've never thought much about using, namely an
attack at the source. If this problem had ever been given to Leavenworth [Command and
General Staff College] or the War College to resolve strategically, the choice would have
been an attack on the North.
Q: This is a fundamental question, I think. In what ways did we see Hanoi giving
concrete support and encouragement? Was it by infiltration or--?
TAYLOR: Well, I can't tell you just what the state of our intelligence was at the time
except that it was very inadequate. I would say that perhaps that the most important
message my mission brought back to Washington was that the intelligence we'd been
getting on South Vietnam was so unreliable that we'd better start over again and try to
erase any impression we had formed until we had reasonably reliable information to
replace it.
Q: What was wrong with our [intelligence]? What kind of wrong impressions were we
getting? Were we getting too good, too bad--?
TAYLOR: Well, it was essentially the weakness of the intelligence system of the
Vietnamese. Bear in mind, we had a relatively small U.S. mission of only a few hundred,
so that our intelligence people could do little more than ask the Saigon authorities to
answer the very tough questions being fired at the embassy from Washington. Our people
would get a question, thoroughly legitimate in most circumstances: "What was the
Vietnam rice crop last year? How much was harvested and how does that compare to the
last four years?" For a question like that, we didn't have [the answer] in the embassy, so
our people just walked over and gave it to the prime minister or the minister of
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agriculture saying, "Please give us a reply as soon as you can." Well, [the] minister didn't
have the answer either, although he wouldn't admit it. So he either went out and hastily
collected some figures, or just guessed a figure and sent us a reply which we then fired
back to Washington. Meanwhile our colleagues here in Washington recorded such data
on graphs or charts, and assumed they knew the true situation.
Q: Who was our primary intelligence gathering agency? Was the CIA at that time
primarily responsible?
TAYLOR: Yes, but State was responsible for political reporting. The military mission
contributed nothing. For years there had been an unfortunate directive out to MAAG
chiefs: "Don’t use your people for intelligence purposes." So the embassy military
attachés couldn't go over and talk to their military colleagues across the hall and ask them
for intelligence regarding the armed forces they were advising.
Q: Isn't that rather unusual?
TAYLOR: It's worse than that, it's stupid. I discovered it as army chief of staff and I sent
orders out to stop all this nonsense right away. Obviously a MAAG officer doesn't want
to go around looking like a spook or anything of that sort, but every bit of knowledge he
gets that's helpful to the government, he should report to Washington.
Q: Can you recall about when you took this action?
TAYLOR: No, I just remember my action when I discovered it.
Q: Is this when you were chairman of the Joint Chiefs?
TAYLOR: No. Sometime when army chief of staff. Apparently the directive never got to
Saigon.
Q: Oh, I see. [When you were] chief of staff of the army. Oh, I see. Okay.
Of course, everyone talks about the bombing which later became such a big issue.
TAYLOR: Rostow and I weren't talking about bombing targets in our 1961 report. We
were just saying to the President: "Bear in mind that the real enemy, the real trouble is in
Hanoi. If we can't accomplish our purpose down here, we're going to have to do
something in North Vietnam."
Q: Okay. When did General [Paul] Harkins go out, do you recall?
TAYLOR: He replaced [General Lionel] McGarr.
Q: McGarr was there at--
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TAYLOR: McGarr was there when I visited in 1957.
Q: Oh, no, that was Williams.
TAYLOR: Oh, Williams, yes.
Q: McGarr would have been there when you and Mr. Rostow went, was he not?
TAYLOR: I guess that's the time.
Q: Because General Williams came back in the fall of 1960.
TAYLOR: I guess that's right. Yes.
Q: So McGarr would have been there just about a year. Why was [he replaced]?
TAYLOR: Well, we decided to upgrade the MAAG to MACV [Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam] and to put a four-star general there. The question, "Who?" I
nominated Harkins because I knew him well. I'd known him in Europe when he was
[George] Patton's deputy chief of staff. I had him as commandant of cadets at West Point
when I was superintendent, and I'd seen quite a bit of him after he took the command of
the army component in CINCPAC. So he not only had the rank, he had broad experience
and he was geographically near the spot in Honolulu. He was a natural. I nominated him
without any question.
Q: The information from Saigon, intelligence reporting and so forth, did that get funneled
through him on the way to CINCPAC, would you say, so that he had a feel for the
situation?
TAYLOR: Oh, yes. It should have. He was at CINCPAC headquarters.
Q: Another recommendation of the report was that certain kinds of improved equipment
be furnished to the South Vietnamese, including increased numbers of aircraft, I believe.
TAYLOR: And helicopters.
Q: And helicopters. And some armored personnel carriers, I think.
TAYLOR: Well, I'd forgotten about the armored personnel carriers. In fact, ! don't recall
them.
Q: Well, I have seen in various reports--I'm not even sure where now--the new M-113-TAYLOR: Not at that time.
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Q: Not at that time? Okay.
TAYLOR: I'd say no.
Q: How did that work out? They did get this new equipment.
TAYLOR: Well, first bear in mind that it was expected that the light helicopters would be
gradually fed in to the Vietnamese as they could fly them--but not in the early phase. It
gave our local commander great leverage to have helicopters and then loan them to the
Vietnamese when he wanted to and thereby control their operations as necessary.
Q: This was leverage that could be used, then?
TAYLOR: Oh, yes. It was a secondary advantage.
Q: Did we get evidence in succeeding months after the dispatch of the helicopters that
this was working out?
TAYLOR: Well, I'll just say that for the year thereafter--we're talking about 1962-everything seemed to pick up. We followed in Washington, as best we could, the reports
on the various things that we had recommended, how were they going. It took about a
year at least to get a noticeable improvement [in] the intelligence connection. But in
general, I had the satisfying feeling that we were moving along not badly. That was
generally true up until 1963 and the Buddhist upheaval.
Q: Vice President Johnson visited Saigon, I think, in 1961 also. Did you have anything to
do with that?
TAYLOR: He preceded us. I'm not even sure whether I ever saw his report as such. I was
told parts of it, at least. One of the first things I did when I got back in 1961, at President
Kennedy's direction, was to go to the Vice President and tell him everything I found, and
frequently he'd say, "Yes, I saw that, too."
Q: So he didn't call into question anything that you observed?
TAYLOR: Not that I'm aware of. He seemed to be quite favorable to everything I
recommended. I know of nothing to contradict that impression.
Q: At the time that you went to Saigon with Mr. Rostow, there were rumors that there
was trouble in the country team. The press was carrying stories. There were beginning to
be hints that all was not well between Ambassador Nolting and General McGarr, for
instance. But you've said that you didn't have time to look into that, or if it was trueTAYLOR: No. But I got an unfavorable impression of McGarr, myself, while I was there.
I thought he was, say, throwing his weight around. For example, he was quite irritated
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that I wouldn't let him go with me when I talked to President Diem. I told him frankly that
I had met President Diem, we would be speaking French, and I always had the feeling that
in such an interview the smaller the audience, the more you get from your opposite
number. He was very huffy about it.
Well, I discovered that if he'd been huffy to me, he'd been even more than that to other
people. I think that professionally he performed well. But his time in Saigon was about up
anyway, so I was very happy when the occasion came to relieve him and put Harkins in.
Q: Well, now, he'd only been there about a year, I guess.
TAYLOR: I thought it was more than that. I'm not sure.
Q: MACV was formed-TAYLOR: I'll just say I felt very happy when [he left].
Q: All right, we'll leave it at that then.
Had you ever had the same impression with General Williams, that there was any
problem between him and the Ambassador?
TAYLOR: No. Let me say this, though. Whenever you have a MAAG in a country,
especially a small country, inevitably the head man in the local government tries to play
him off against the ambassador. We found it so world-wide. It depends then on how good
the ambassador and the general work together and don't allow themselves to be misused.
Diem was always saying, "I can't get along with the ambassador,'' whichever ambassador
it happened to be, "Ah, but General so-and-so, he's fine."
Q: That was Ambassador Durbrow, I think.
TAYLOR: Of course the reason is, the general has things to give that the country wants.
He has tangible ways to help the country, whereas the poor ambassador, as I soon
discovered when I became one, usually brings only bad news. So it's inevitable that there
be an effort made [to divide them], and whether it's successful or not depends upon the
character of the two men involved.
Q: I see. Okay.
Would you agree that press relations tended to get worse after 1961, more or less
progressively?
TAYLOR: I wouldn't say 1961. I would say it wasn't bad when I was ambassador,
because the interest of the American people in Vietnam was [not as great at that time].
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The press had some representation there, but nothing resembling the size after our troops
came in. That's when the flood came.
Q: Now 1963, I seem to remember, was a bad year with the press because that was when
we had the Buddhist troubles.
TAYLOR: That's right. And the media were magnifying everything that took place. Yes,
that was a bad year.
Q: Right. That was before [you became ambassador].
TAYLOR: That's why I don't have a direct feeling as [to] the intensity of relations with
the media.
Q: I think you said in Swords and Plowshares that some members of the press had a
vendetta against General Harkins.
TAYLOR: They developed one primarily because Harkins committed the offense of
saying repeatedly that things weren't going to pot, we weren't losing the war and so on,
and that contradicted everything most of the reporters were sending back. And they didn't
like Harkins for professional reasons and frequently for personal reasons.
Q: Personal reasons?
TAYLOR: Well, in the sense that Harkins got and exhibited a very low opinion of them.
Q: Oh, I see.
TAYLOR: Bear in mind that up until the army got helicopters, the press men, no matter
how they tried, couldn't get any place around the country on their own. They wrote the
dispatches at the bar of what was the famous hotel in Saigon?
Q: The Caravelle?
TAYLOR: That's it. The Caravelle Hotel. You could make a much better story there than
you could sitting out on a hot log someplace in the jungle. So life was hard for reporters.
They were very disgruntled and tended to hold Harkins responsible. Actually, neither
Harkins nor the ambassador could do much for them, because until helicopters came,
nobody could get around easily.
Q: Now there was a notorious case after the helicopters came--I think it was in January
of 1963, early January--a battle at the village called Ap Bac.
TAYLOR: I remember there was such a battle, but I don't remember anything about it.
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Q: Well, the gist of it was that people like Neil Sheehan and David Halberstam got out
there, John Paul Vann was the adviser, and it was clearly a botched battle no matter
which side you were on. Halberstam and Sheehan reported that General Harkins told
them it was a victory when they saw clearly that it was not, and that seemed to have set
everything in concrete after that. General [Earle] Wheeler came back from a visit about
that time, I think. Do you remember him saying anything about the affair?
TAYLOR: I don't remember the incident at all.
Q: Okay.
TAYLOR: There were so many incidents in the course of this thing, that one I missed.
Q: Was the mission in Saigon as bad about leaks to the press as we hear it was?
TAYLOR: Well, you never know how to count leaks, or to be sure that something that
certainly sounds like a leak is one. Yes, there were all sorts of reports and I have no doubt
some leaks came out of the embassy, but again, you never can know for sure how many
and who did it.
Q: Can you recall any particularly distressing [incidents]? I don't have one in mind, I'm
justTAYLOR: No. Of course, the press was full of it. If you had brought -- the newspapers
around here, I could perhaps remember the incidents. But there was certainly the strong
indication that there were elements within the mission itself that were not loyal to the
ambassador. That was my overall impression.
Q: How about the Vietnamese side? Was that pretty leaky?
TAYLOR: They were infiltrated constantly by the Viet Cong. They didn't have to leak.
(Laughter)
Q: I was going to ask you about that, but I'm going to save thatTAYLOR: Again, you can't prove that. Now, there were just enough cases that you did
identify, and it was so easy for the enemy to infiltrate the government in that sort of civil
war, that one had to assume the enemy sooner or later would get anything you gave to
your local colleagues in Vietnam.
Q: Can you think of any operations that were compromised in that fashion?
TAYLOR: No.
Q: Okay.
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TAYLOR: I have been talking about very small operations, not a D-Day kind of thing in
which a leak could be truly disastrous.
Q: You've anticipated one of my questions about intelligence and the problems that
existed with it. Can you remember how or when, if ever, you first noticed that it was
getting better, that you had more confidence?
TAYLOR: You can't measure the quality of intelligence by a thermometer. Little by little
you find you are getting credible answers to questions which previously went
unanswered. All the while, we were putting a tremendous effort into this thing. Our
electronic surveillance of the radio nets of the VC eventually--and I don't recall what
year--reached a very high peak of effectiveness. And while you could never read the
messages, just by the study of the shift of the location and numbers of headquarters, you
could infer a tremendous amount of fact which was extremely valuable.
Q: Now, you came back to Saigon in 1963 with Secretary McNamara, I believe.
TAYLOR: I've made numbers of trips, yes.
Q: Was this a subject of concern at that time that you recall? The quality of intelligence?
TAYLOR: Well, we had a long list of matters to check every time. As all my trips were
similar, without seeing the trip agenda, I couldn't be specific about any one of them.·
Q: I would have sent you some, but this is before our Library has documents and I didn't
have access to the Kennedy [Library's].
TAYLOR: I never had access to any of these when I wrote Swords and Plowshares. I had
a rather limited collection of copies of my own cables and things of that sort--also a
fresher memory than now.
Q: The reason I bring that trip up is because there's been speculation about the fact that
John Richardson, who was then station chief of CIA, was recalled or came back just·a
few days after the mission left. Was there some connection between those two things?
TAYLOR: You'll have to have [John] McCone about that, because he relieved
Richardson--it didn't affect me in any way. I had plenty of other trouble without nosing
into the cause of his relief. I'd met Richardson; he acted and talked like a good man. I
think his record with CIA was very favorable, but I gathered he had got in a jam with
[Henry Cabot] Lodge and that led to his relief. That's adequate reason, because an
ambassador certainly ought to be satisfied with his principal intelligence officer.
Q: Was there some dispute between agencies at this time over who was supposed to be
the prime intelligence gatherer?
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TAYLOR: No, none that I know of. You see, CIA is an unusual situation. It is a
collecting agency itself, and yet its director has a coordinating responsibility for all the
other agencies in intelligence. Its representatives in the field don't really command.
They're supposed to coordinate, supervise, and be sure one agency doesn't get in the way
of another. When there are tasks to be done and one or more agencies that might
undertake it, the local CIA man is supposed to say, "Well, give it to the army or the navy
or I'll take it," or whatever it happens to be. The fact that Washington may get several
channels of intelligence has never been viewed as necessarily bad. That's supposed to be
reconciled in Washington. CIA does the shaking out, but they're supposed to report--and
as far as I know they usually do--that "we're interpreting the matter this way, but we
should tell you that the army interpretation is different" Which is fair enough.
Q: Was there effective coordination between our advisers at that time and the CIA?
TAYLOR: Advisers? You mean those in the field?
Q: In MACV, yes.
TAYLOR: In the field?
Q: Yes, sir.
TAYLOR: Well, I don't know how they [coordinated in the field]. I would know how
they coordinated at the local level in Saigon. So far as I know, it was all right. Very good.
Q: Okay. Of course, when Diem was overthrown, our intelligence has been faulted for
not giving us very much warning about that. You say you were surprised, for example.
You said--I think I'm quoting you--that you were as surprised as anyone.
TAYLOR: Well, Harkins will tell you that he sent a cable about twenty-four hours
[before the coup], that he had a rumor to that effect. But he'd sent probably a half dozen
other cables, giving similar reports of impending coups at different times, which didn't
come off. It was the old business of the dulling effect of too many cries of "Wolf!" It
didn't make any difference in this case; we couldn't have done anything about it had we
known it was about to occur. But it is true that the day the news came in to Washington,
we were certainly surprised.
Q: Oh, yes.
TAYLOR: Because of the absence of any action following the dispatch of the famous
cable of August 24, we became convinced that the generals were never going to get
together and do anything.
Q: Was the Diem coup a mistake?
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TAYLOR: Oh, it was a disaster, a national disaster.
Q: For both sides, do you think? Both for the Americans-TAYLOR: Yes, both for Americans and South Vietnamese.
Incidentally, when I was in Saigon as ambassador, the period late in 1964 was the lowest
point of the situation until the very end when everything collapsed in 1975. I've been
asked, "Didn't you ever think of suggesting we pull out in this period? Why didn't you
recommend that we Americans come home?" I said, "Yes, I thought about that. But I had
at least three awfully good reasons not to do it, not even to be tempted to do it." The first
was the Tonkin Gulf Resolution where all of Congress except two senators had said in
effect, !'This is a vital operation involving the American interest. We must be victorious
in South Vietnam." That to me was a message: "Taylor, you've been doing all right, you're
on the right course, but pull up your socks and do better." Next was the fact that we'd
never used our air arm in a way to get the most from this asset. Finally, we Americans
had in large measure created or were responsible for the chaos by our action in the case of
Diem. The situation was certainly in part our doing.
Q: I would like to try to reconcile two views of the effect of the fall of Diem on the
military situation. One view is that the Viet Cong military units very soon began to
attempt to reap the profits created. Another view is that the NLF as a whole, the whole
infrastructure, the whole front organization, actually lost about a third of its membership
because the new government, while it was extremely weak, was very popular, maybe for
the same reason.
TAYLOR: I doubt the latter. If the Vietnamese government was so popular in this period,
why did they keep turning over--five times in one year?
Q: Well, I would imagine because these were generals' coups and not necessarily
representative of the population.
TAYLOR: Who could say that, to the peasant out trying to grow a little rice, any Saigon
government was ever popular? It never was popular. As the seat of central government,
Saigon was necessarily bad news to every peasant. That's where the tax collectors came
from. On the other hand, the evidence of a new level of activity on the part of the Viet
Cong and Hanoi following the overthrow of Diem was very apparent. It showed in all the
records.
Q: Now Secretary [Robert] McNamara went out, ! think, in December of 1963, which
would have been about two months after the Diem coup. And he came back with a reportTAYLOR: Was that the time I went out with him and we took [Nguyen] Khanh around
the provinces raising his arms in the air?
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Q: No, I think this was before Khanh. I think this was just before the Khanh coup. I think
[Duong Van "Big"] Minh was still in.
TAYLOR: The Khanh coup came in December. The Big Minh coup, the one that
overthrew Diem, didn't last but a week or so.
Q: Well, in any case, Secretary McNamara reported that the country team was having
problems. Do you remember what he found.
TAYLOR: From Washington we had been seeing signs for some time that Lodge and
Harkins didn't get along--a surprising development considering their past association.
Q: What was at issue between those two?
TAYLOR: Well, there was no specific issue as far as I [could see], in a way. One of the
things I have forgotten to mention was that Harkins had been an old friend of Lodge's.
They'd both served in the National Guard together, I believe it was. In any case, they had
been together before and when I mentioned to Lodge that we were thinking about Harkins
to go to Saigon, he seemed very happy. So it looked like a very good pair to have there.
Well, we soon discovered that' wasn't the case. I don't recall that Harkins ever complained
to me early in his assignment to Saigon. However we chiefs in the Pentagon began to
notice that State was getting information from the Ambassador which we never received
from Harkins. Raising the question with Harkins on the private cable, I learned that he
wasn't getting the information either. The trouble was a lack of communication for which
I felt Lodge was responsible. Harkins was not the kind to hold back on information if he
had any. But Lodge turned out to be a loner who didn't communicate easily.
(Interruption)
Q: Let's go ahead with General Harkins' difficulties then with Ambassador Lodge.
TAYLOR: Well, this developed into a rather serious schism between the Ambassador and
the General. Not over any specific issue, as far as I knew. Neither one ever mentioned a
difference of substance. When McNamara and I made the trip to Vietnam we talked to
both men about the failure of communications. Both agreed to do their part in correcting
the fault but Lodge's performance was never entirely satisfactory, in my opinion. Sharing
information was just not Lodge's way of doing business. And we found that his civilian
subordinates in the embassy complained about the same thing. He continued to runQ: A one-man show.
TAYLOR: Yes, a one-man show. He never had a real country team in the embassy.
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Q: Now, this brings up an interesting incident about which we don't know very much.
Secretary McNamara also included in this report a ray of hope. He said that a young
man by the name of David Nes was about to organize the country team under Lodge and
correct all of these faults. And about six weeks later, David Nes came home, having been
there only a couple of months. Do you know anything about that?
TAYLOR: This McNamara paper, what form is that in?
Q: Well, it was a report.
TAYLOR: Report of our trip?
Q: After the trip.
TAYLOR: I can't believe I didn't see it, because we always passed our papers around. The
name Nes is familiar but I don't recall exactly the connection.
Q: Let me tell you what I have and see if it--this is a paraphrase, but he said Nes was a
bright young man who was then working on an executive committee below Lodge to
coordinate mission activities. Now I have indications that shortly after this that Nes got
the sack from Lodge.
TAYLOR: I'm sorry I can't recall this episode if I was ever acquainted with it.
(Interruption)
Q: Secretary McNamara's report also said, and I think this is a quote, "U.S. resources
and personnel cannot be usefully increased at that time, but we should prepare for more
forceful moves if the situation does not show early signs of improvement," unquote. Do
you know if he had anything specific in mind or if this--?
TAYLOR: No, we were recognizing the game was going against us, starting to turn at
least. And we saw the disorder which was following the murder of Diem.
Q: Soon after this come the first big battles I guess you would call them, in 1964, the
spring and early summer of 1964 when-TAYLOR: Well, there were several.
Q: I'm not referring to any one in particular, but there were a number of large-scaleengagements, I think, battalion and maybe even regimental size.
TAYLOR: In the North.
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Q: Well, I think there was one at a rubber plantation and several other places, and the
ARVN just took a beating in these. What was your feeling?
TAYLOR: First I was anxious to get a clear picture of the situation. So the next time
McNamara and I returned to Vietnam, our first question was--what about the ARVN?
And we got a very bad report from Westy [William Westmoreland] and also from some
of Westy's officers, including [General William] Depuy, who was G-3 at the time.
Q: He was the counter-insurgency man, wasn't he?
TAYLOR: Yes. He described very clearly the misbehavior of several ARVN units,
complete failure of units which had been, we thought, among the most promising.
Q: What was the explanation?
TAYLOR: The picture we received was a general decline of the ARVN, especially in the
North. This situation made the safety of Danang a primary concern of Westy in 1965 and
led to the decision to bring in U.S. combat troops.
Q: I see.
TAYLOR: The deterioration of the performance of the troops in the North went on for
some time. I don't remember what else—
Q: What did we see as the chief cause of this?
TAYLOR: I talked repeatedly to our people on the subject but they had no precise
answer. The general feeling seemed to be we may have been pressing them too fast,
expecting too much of them. And there was always the question of leadership. If you have
a good division commander, you have a good division. Well, that's usually true, unless he
happens to be the only good officer in the division. "Well," I would ask Westy, "can you
get Diem--or his successors--to replace inadequate commanders?" Westy always said he
could, but that took a little time. He couldn't just go around ordering, "Can Jones
tomorrow."
That raises the collateral question of whether Westy had enough command authority or
not. I always doubted it, based on my experience in Korea where the U.S. commander had
operational command authority over Korean forces. Most senior U.S. officers in that war
felt that such authority was indispensable. But Westy felt that it was not necessary, indeed
was undesirable in Vietnam. He had such close relations with, first, the head of state-whoever it happened to be--and then the senior generals that he could get what he wanted
while retaining an advisory role. If necessary, he could look any high Vietnamese official
in the eye and say, "You'd better do this if you are to retain the confidence and support of
the Americans." He had the added argument, it would be a blow to the pride of the
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ARVN forces to change a well-established advisory system and such action would create
hard feelings and a loss of morale that might be reflected in troop performance.
Q: We had a system of blending Korean trainees in with American troops, didn't we?
TAYLOR: We had the--what did we call [them]?
Q: KATUSAs? [Korean Augmentation to the U.S. Army] Was it the KATUSAs?
TAYLOR: That's right. The KATUSAs. They were invaluable, but their purpose had
nothing to do with what we were talking about. The procedure was to introduce into each
American infantry platoon, or squad, two or three KATUSAs who stayed there
permanently. They never got rotated, and thereby became the veterans of the Eighth
Army. Most of them couldn't speak English, although it was surprising how well they
could acquire a soldier patois after a while. Since they were always there, they knew
everything that needed to be passed along to arriving American replacements. A
tremendous value to us. The only thing was they got spoiled and pretty soon they too
liked their cold beer at the end of the day. (Laughter) It's amazing how the American
standard of living can attract adherents very quickly.
Q: So it wouldn't work to try to send them back to a Korean division?
TAYLOR: Well, that's what worried the Koreans. A Korean senior official would say,
"Look, you have Korean soldiers that have unusual experience, yet they remain privates
with you. Return them to us and we'll make them sergeants. And furthermore, if you keep
them too long, they will be no damn good to us at all." (Laughter) And there's a great deal
in that. To get KATUSAs back to their own army, you'd have to drag them out kicking,
and not only they'd kick, but so would the American commander who had to give them
up. But when you added it up, the KATUSA was a very valuable way to use a small part
of Korean manpower. Well, Westy knew about it and I called it to Westy's attention,
"Don't you think a KATUSA system would be of value to us in Vietnam?" Well, the
answer was, "No, I don't think so."
Q: Did he elaborate on that part at all?
TAYLOR: No, not to me.
Q: Okay. Now at about this time, there were some changes in the State Department which
I'm not sure if you want to address or not. It's important in the whole total picture. The
development I'm thinking of is the formation of the interdepartmental task force on
Vietnam which was formed right about this time. Do you know anything about how that
came into being?
TAYLOR: No, there was no special reason of any sort as far as I know. The way our
committee-infested government tends to operate, when you have a problem affecting
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several departments [you tend] to have an interdepartmental ad hoc committee. Well, the
task force you mention was ad hoc, but it did have the merit of staying in existence for a
considerable period of time My impression was that it was a very useful clearinghouse for
interdepartmental matters at a fairly low level.
Q: Do you know what effect this had on the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern
affairs, Roger Hilsman?
TAYLOR: I wouldn't think it would have any. I don't know why it should. It was chaired
by State, and bear in mind it didn't make policy, it didn't make decisions. It planned, it
followed up on plan execution--at least it was supposed to--and I know nothing to believe
that it wasn't a useful committee.
Q: Now I know that during 1964, the task force, as you say, was considering all the
options, considering everything relevant. Were you consulted on the military options?
You were chairman of the Joint Chiefs.
TAYLOR: No, but I'm sure I had a military representative on the committee.
Q: I want to ask another question about the bombing at this time, because the overall
picture seems to indicate that some change in attitude toward a possible bombing
campaign took place, and I want to see whether that is true or not. We know that there
were suggestions made that this committee war game, as it were--the bombing at this
time--do you know anything about that? Did they go to you?
TAYLOR: The committee?
Q: Yes.
TAYLOR: No, they wouldn't be competent to war game the bombing.
Q: Okay.
TAYLOR: In case of a bombing campaign, one of the relevant questions was what kind
of response can we expect from the other side? What can the other side be expected to
do? What did we see as their options? What seemed to us to be particularly worrisome?
Well, the only worry--worry may be a strong word--was that bombing might have some
effect on Moscow and Peking. This was the concern at the level of the President and the
Secretary of State. [Dean] Rusk was the one who particularly voiced this fear. He said in
effect, "We know that both of these communist states have mutual defense treaties with
North Vietnam. There may be something in such a treaty that says if North Vietnam is
attacked by an outside party, the Soviet Union and/or China will have to respond in some
way and we don't know what that 'some way' may be."
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That was a cogent argument, I thought, at least at the outset to go rather slow with the
bombing, move gradually, not be in any great hurry and try to sense what the reaction was
abroad, primarily in those two countries. Which we did. That was the early justification
for extreme gradualism in the bombing program. The trouble was that once we got in that
habit, we never got out of it. I would have said that after three or four months it was
pretty clear that the Soviets had no real stomach for participation in this war. It was far
from home and they were getting no gain from it. It was becoming more and more costly.
All they accomplished was to fly communist flag at least as high as the Chinese did since
they couldn't afford to let the Chinese look like the leader of the communist world: in the
Far East. So I would say that there was very little ground to fear retaliation from either the
Soviet Union or China after a few months of the bombing.
Q: I have seen most of the speculations on the kinds of retaliation that were open or
seemed to be open to the other side, and I saw one the other day that I'd never seen
before, and I want to ask you whether you had heard of it. A man fairly high placed in the
embassy said that there was considerable fear that the Chinese would retaliate against
the Seventh Fleet with submarines.
TAYLOR: No, I never heard that.
Q: You'd never heard that one before? Well, he wasn't a military man, so that may
explain something.
Now you went, I think, to the Honolulu Conference in June of 1964, is that right?
TAYLOR: Probably. I went to several.
Q: That would have been just before you were named ambassador. Do you recall
anything of any moment at that conference?
TAYLOR: No, I don't remember exactly why we went at that time. Again, if I had the
agenda, it would come to mind.
Q: I know that the bombing was discussed, but that's all I know. Perhaps it was always
discussed.
TAYLOR: We were always discussing bombing and the troop requirements of
Westmoreland, things like that. They were always on the agenda. I don't recall anything
particularly pressing at that time.
Q: Well, the agenda is not in our files. Most things are, most things have been opened,
but that apparently has not. So I wasn't sure.
Did you know when you went to that that you were going to be named ambassador?
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TAYLOR: I don't know whether ! knew my luck at that time or not. I don't think so.
Q: I was going to ask you if that influenced your advice at the conference?
TAYLOR: No. Of course, I became ambassador roughly the first of July, and this was in
June, wasn't it?
Q: Yes.
TAYLOR: I don't know whether it was in the bag then or not. I'm reasonably sure that it
hadn't been determined at that time.
Q: It was clear by then that Mr. Lodge was coming back, though, was it not?
TAYLOR: Yes, and we were casting around for a replacement. A lot of nominations had
been going in to the President, and I thought the President had plenty of choices to pick a
really good ambassador.
Q: Robert Kennedy had volunteered, hadn't he?
TAYLOR: Well, that was in the press. What happened was LBJ probably played some
tricks. He never worked directly on me; he always worked through Bob McNamara. He
was expressing great distress over the problem of replacing Lodge and he said the names
submitted by State never satisfied him. That apparently led to either Rusk or McNamara
saying, "Well, Mr. President, I'll go if you want me to." The other one would beat his
chest, "Count on me, too." And the Bob Kennedy, so I'm told, got into the act and hl came
forward to volunteer.
One day Bob McNamara said to me, "You know, the President really hopes the people
around him will show willingness to go out there," and then he described what was taking
place. Well, he looked at me and I said, "I don't want to go. I have had too many war
years away from home already." "Well, do you think that's right? I think the President
would feel easier about this if you'd put your name in, too."
I wasn't entirely happy with this. I smelled at least a small mouse. Nonetheless, I said,
"That's all right with me. Put in my name," and then thought no more about it until Bob
McNamara reported shortly thereafter, "Well, they're narrowing it down, and the
President doesn't want to take either me or Rusk." I replied, "Well, of course he wouldn't.
He'd be crazy if he did." He dropped the subject and went off leaving me a little uneasy.
He returned a day or two later with the word that the President did feel that I was the man
they wanted, and would I take it? Meanwhile, the President had never said boo to me. But
I'd been thinking it over so I replied, "it's the last thing in the world I want to do." In the
first place, I hadn't wanted to come back to active duty in 1961 and had declined a couple
of jobs that they wanted to give me in the Kennedy Administration. I had told President
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Kennedy that I would decline any job except one that was really a major military
assignment that obviously needed to be done. Since the country had spent a lot of money
making a soldier out of me, I wouldn't feel free to reject such a position if I felt qualified.
Incidentally, one of the jobs that I had turned down was ambassador to France. (Laughter)
Q: Why did you turn that down?
TAYLOR: I had had enough overseas service in military life and my poor wife was worn
out from moving. So now, faced with assignment to Vietnam, I told Bob that I'd been five
years away from my family in two wars and that the ambassadorship in Saigon was
nothing that appealed to me. Further, it seemed to me that with all the foreign service
officers we'd been training over the years, there must be a professional that could do the
job adequately. But if the President really felt as described, I would take it but for one
year only. At that time my mother was still alive. I was the last of the family; I was the
only one to look after her. I had plenty of family reasons not to go, and if I went, to return
soon. So that was the basis on which I took the job. I pointed out, also, that it was the
wrong way to fill it, because that was too important a job to put in a man just for one year.
Q: I don't know why I think of it, but what was your opinion of the one-year tour for
combat troops in Vietnam?
TAYLOR: From a military point of view I didn't like it at all, but it was the same problem
we had in Korea. Should the government ask a young man to go to Vietnam and stay the
duration of the war? We did in World War II. But Vietnam was a limited war requiring
limited manpower. Whether a one-year tour was the right length or whether we could
have lengthened it without too much damage to morale, I don't know.
Q: Why do you think President Johnson picked you? Now, I know that you've said
because you were expendable, and you will excuse me when I ask.
TAYLOR: I really was dispensable. I would say I never had a very warm relationship
with LBJ, but I think we both looked at things regarding Vietnam about the same way.
Incidentally, we shared a joint honor along with General [Omar] Bradley. We were
honorary elders of the National Christian Church of Washington, and once in a long while
we'd meet in church. We came from roughly the same part of the country. I'd known him
quite well when he was a senator and very active on the Senate Armed Services
Committee. There we met when I was chief of staff, off and on. So we'd been together.
Certainly from the national defense point of view he was an ideal president, as I saw it.
But I never felt that we were warm friends, perhaps because I knew he had one strong
thing against me. I had had a Robert Kennedy son named after me.
Q: Do you really think that was a handicap?
TAYLOR: I know it did. I don't think in the sense he really distrusted me, but every now
and then he'd say, "How is that Kennedy boy named after you?" (Laughter) I wasn't sure

32

he was joking. The Kennedy-Johnson animosity was very real and very deep. And I must
say it seemed to me he tried everything under the sun to be friendly with the Kennedys
and bury the feud.
Q: It wasn't reciprocated?
TAYLOR: Not that I perceived. But I told my wife, "That's what I get for the honor of
having a namesake."
Q: Well, it's not an honor you can decline very gracefully, is it?
TAYLOR: I would not have been inclined to do so. I'm proud of young Max.
Q: President Johnson never spoke to you about the ambassadorship? This all came
through Secretary McNamara?
TAYLOR: Never did.
Q: That's a little unusual for him, isn't it?
TAYLOR: Well, not necessarily. A president doesn't like to be told no to his face, and he
shouldn't be put in that position. In other words, he ought to know when he formally
presents something that it will be accepted. I had no feelings that the procedure was
wrong in this case.
Q: Now, you received a letter of instructions from President Johnson which I'm not an
expert, but I interpreted it as being a very strong letter of instructionsTAYLOR: That's right.
Q: --naming you specifically, for example, as the chief officer in the embassy for all
affairs, civilian and military. Did this make your appointment somewhat different than it
might have been otherwise?
TAYLOR: Well, I think the President's directive to me was unique, as far as I know. As
you might suspect, I wrote it myself. But I wrote it as I did because the President had said
in effect, "I want you to be responsible for everything that happens there." I asked, "You
mean that literally, Mr. President?" He said, "I definitely do." So I drew it up that way.
It was unique in the sense that it put the MAAG and all military activities completely
under the ambassador. The ambassador's relation to the head of a MAAG has always been
somewhat uncertain, although since the ambassador represents the president, he has a
certain amount of ex officio authority. Every ambassador used to get, and I presume still
does, a letter of instructions which charges him with representing the president. With that
authority any strong man can take it as justification to do almost anything to and with the
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agencies the government represented in his mission. But he has to be sensible about it. If
he tries to go into the military business and do things that affect technical or operational
matters. he's way off base and will soon get in trouble, as he should. But he certainly has
broad general authority. He is responsible for anything that will affect U.S. relations with
the government to which he's accredited.
While every ambassador has a certain amount of authority, I never saw it written so
clearly as in my directive. I knew exactly what it meant and how it would be read by the
Pentagon and CINCPAC. So when the President had approved it, I sat down with all the
Chiefs and explained it to them. Then when I got to Honolulu on my way to Saigon, I
repeated the explanation to Admiral U. S. Grant Sharp, who had succeeded Admiral Felt
as CINCPAC. Oley Sharp was an old friend. I explained it to him and then of course I
explained it to Westy when I got to Vietnam. I assured them that, being a military man, I
would know enough to keep out of military business with no bearing on my broad
responsibilities. However, in the case of Westy, I wanted him to understand the extent of
my responsibility and see to it that anything that affected national policy was discussed
with me. He would clear it with me if necessary, and in any case, would furnish me
copies of his cables bearing on the subject. As far as I know he always followed this
procedure. I had no complaint whatsoever.
Q: No back channel problems?
TAYLOR: None. There were plenty of purely military matters about which he could have
back channel conversations to the Joint Chiefs and should. But I did not want to be
bypassed on issues which might go to the President for decision or cause me trouble with
the Saigon government. He never gave me cause to complain. As a matter of fact, I only
know of one or two things that he brought to me for clearance that I didn't support.
Q: Can you recall what those were?
TAYLOR: Well, one was the first landing of the troops in Danang.
Q: The marines, the first marines?
TAYLOR: Yes, initially I withheld this concurrence. I don't recall how long in advance of
the actual landing Westy had been urging it. My position was that this was the last thing
we should want to do. This would be the nose of the camel coming into the tent. We
would be starting something, the end of which we could not foresee. Before I would
agree, I told Westy that he would have to come in here, look me in the eye and say that "I
cannot guarantee any longer the security of Danang without the marines." Meanwhile,
there were a number of incidents of failure of ARVN units which shook our confidence in
them. This was in the spring of 1965. Then it was that Westy came to me and asked for
the Marines in these terms. I finally concurred; we joined in a recommendation to
Washington and the marines came ashore.
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Q: Someone has noted that when General Harkins--to regress for a minute--took over
command at MACV that he was given a very strong letter of appointment, which you
wrote.
TAYLOR: Oh, yes. I worked that out for him and Ambassador Nolting who concurred in
it after considerable discussion.
Q: And then they draw the contrast saying that when you get to be ambassador, you write
yourself a very strong letter.
TAYLOR: The letters were not identical nor was the situation. What's wrong with that?
It's like when I left the White House to go to be chairman [of the JCS], the President
asked me whom I recommended to take my job in the White House. I said, "Nobody."
Well, the answer was that Nolting didn't like the language of Harkins' letter of
instructions which the Joint Chiefs had prepared and cleared by me in the White House.
Nolting thought that this gave him [Harkins] an independence of action which was not
intended. As he was in Washington, I went over the letter with him word by word, and we
made, I believe, some minor changes. Meanwhile I explained all the military jargon in the
letter and the way Harkins would interpret it. I promised that in case of any deviation
from the text by the military, I would support him if he objected. Then I assured him I'd
known Harkins for years and he wasn't the kind that would go hunting on someone else's
turf.
Q: Did Nolting and Harkins get along well in fact?
TAYLOR: Yes, yes.
Q: No problems?
TAYLOR: No problems I ever heard of.
Q: Okay.
TAYLOR: How are we doing?
NOTE: Quoted conversation throughout this interview is substantially but not necessarily
literally accurate. MDT

End of interview
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