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M: Let's begin by identifying you, sir. You're George Ball, and during the Johnson
Administration you served as under secretary [of state] from the time Mr. Johnson took
office until the summer of 1966.

B: Until the end of September of 1966.

M: Then you came back as ambassador to the United Nations for a very short period.

B: A period of four months beginning--I thought it was the beginning of June of 1968, but
that wouldn't make it four months, would it? No, it wasn't four months.

M: It was April, May, and June, wasn't it?

B: Actually I was appointed in April, but because of the fact that Arthur Goldberg, who was
my predecessor, wanted to see something through--I've forgotten what it was--I didn't
actually take office, as I recall, till June.

M: How well did you know Mr. Johnson back in the days prior to his vice presidency, when
you were working for Governor Stevenson in his campaigns of the fifties? Did you have
any personal contact with Lyndon Johnson then at all?

B: Very little. I knew him casually, not only because of my relationship with Stevenson, but
because as a lawyer in Washington I had had some very casual relations with him. But I
didn't know him well, no.

M: Did that include the 1960 convention when Mr. Johnson was an outspoken candidate on
his own, as well as Mr. Stevenson?

B: Actually in 1960 I was at the convention. I didn't take any part in it. I was simply there
on the sidelines, holding Adlai's hand. It wasn't a very happy affair, because none of us

expected him to be nominated, but one had to see it through.

M: What about Mr. Johnson as vice president? You were in the State Department throughout
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that period, first as under secretary for economic affairs and later as under secretary.

B: I had a certain amount of dealings with him, and they were all very satisfac tory, very
pleasant. One got the very clear impression of a man who was quite unhappy with his lot.
Here was a man who was an activist, who was used to being at the center of power in the
Senate, who suddenly found himself with substantially no power whatsoever, working
with a president who, for reasons I've never been able to understand, treated him as
apparently every president treats his vice president: fails to include him in serious councils,
rather ignores his advice, and gives him the most menial tasks.

M: Does that mean that Mr. Johnson wasn't really very close to any of the foreign policy
decisions that you worked with while you were working for Mr. Kennedy?

B: He was not at all close to them. He was actually involved in very few of the decisio ns that
were taken during that period, or in very little of the discussion. Now, an exception to
that was in October of 1962 when he came into the meetings of the so -called Ex-Com
during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Those meetings were held in my conference room at the
State Department. We had a kind of continuous session that went on for that week while
we were trying to decide what action to take.

He came into the meetings. He said relatively little. He didn't take a dominant
part at all in the discussions. The rest of us did to a much greater extent. He was inclined
to take quite a hard line, as I recall, but displaying at the same time a kind of deference to
the rest of the group, almost making it clear that he recognized that he didn't have the
background and experience, that he had not been through this problem in as intimate a
sense as most of the rest of us had been.

M: The stereotype of the man always concerned with domestic things and not very
knowledgeable about foreign affairs is fairly true then, officially.

B: That's fairly true. Then, of course, he went on certain missions. He went on the mission
to Berlin at the time of the Wall. But it was again in a kind of public relations role rather
than a substantive role.

M: From the department's point of view, how did he perform as a public relations
ambassador, either in the Berlin case or in his Vietnam trip? Acceptably or
unknowledgeably?

B: He was very hard to work with, I think partly because of the insecurity of his own
position. It was much more difficult to work with him as vice president than it was as
president, much more demanding, less reasonable in these demands,in my observation.
After he had become president and was secure in his mastering of the situation, I always
found him relatively easy to work with, but he certainly was not during his vice
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presidential period.

There was one time when he complained very bitterly to me about some speech
that someone in the department had written for him. I rewrote his speech myself, wrote
him a letter of explanation, and he acknowledged it with a good deal of grace, in effect,
not exactly apologizing, but recognizing that the fault had not been all on our side. But I
can't say that even during that period I got to know him extremely well, although he
always treated me with a great deal of warmth, and from time to time would give me what
I suppose was the maximum praise for Lyndon Johnson. [He'd say], "You're a can -do
man."

(Laughter)

M: Specifically on the Vietnam issue, you signed I guess the so-called critical telegram
August 24, 1964 [1963] that is alleged to have led to Diem's downfall. This was when I believe
Kennedy and McNamara and Rusk were out of town. Did Johnson get involved in that
because they were gone?

B: No, he didn't get involved with it at all. I'll tell you the situation. It was during the period
when Dean Rusk was at the General Assembly in New York. He went up every year for a
couple of weeks at the beginning of the General Assembly because the foreign ministers
and the heads of government from all over the world were there, and it was a great
opportunity to consult.

McNamara was off on a holiday, as I recall. I believe I saw the President in the
morning, and then he went up to Hyannis Port. I think it was one of the four times in the
six years that I got to play golf. I think twice I did it with Rusk and twice with Alex
Johnson. Alex and I had gone out to play golf for a couple of hours at the end of the day.

I had been on the phone with Rusk all day. Obviously I always left word as to where I
was.

Just as I was finishing up the ninth hole, or eighteenth, I th ink it was probably only
the ninth hole, we normally didn't have time for more than that --it was a public golf course
contrary to what was in the paper at the time, it was not Chevy Chase, I don't belong to
any golf club--Averell Harriman and [Roger] Hilsman appeared in a great sweat. They
had a telegram that they wanted me to approve because I was acting secretary, [a
telegram] that could be sent to Saigon.

So we went back to my house. I looked at the telegram; I recognized that this was
a telegram of considerable importance. I personally was not unsympathetic with what it
said because I had felt that we had really run our course with the Diem regime. Unless he
got rid of the Nhus and straightened up, [I felt] that it was impossible to go forward. If
we were prepared to get out, that was one thing, but I had found no sympathy with my
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general views that we ought to get out of Vietnam. So if they were saying to the generals
as this telegram did, saying to Saigon, to the embassy, "Make one further effort with
Diem, but you can tell the generals that we're certainly not encouraging a coup and we're
not going to assist a coup, but we will support any respectable, non -communist
government that is established, that existed." It was perfectly clear that this could be
taken as encouragement and would indeed be taken as encouragement by the generals.

So I talked to Rusk in New York and gave him a rather [general briefing]. I don't
think I read him the text, although I probably read him the critical paragraphs --we didn't
have a secure line--and told him that I was going to call the President and see what the
President thought of it. Rusk said, "Well, go ahead."

So I called Kennedy at Hyannis Port, and I went over the whole thing. He asked
me what I really thought. I had told him that Averell and Hilsman very much wanted to
do this. I had made some changes in the telegram; I had watered it down myself actually
over their earlier version. I read him the critical paragraphs. I told him that this would
certainly be taken as encouragement by the generals to a coup. But I said I thought that,
in my judgment, the situation with Diem was becoming an enormous humiliation to the
United States, that we were supporting a regime which was behaving in the most
unconscionable and cruel, uncivilized way toward a significant minority of the population.

Madame Nhu was making the most outrageous statements, and Nhu was a very devious
and unreliable fellow. I thought to send this telegram to Lodge, who had just arrived
there, was probably all right. So he approved it.

He said, "Where's Bob?" Isaid, "He's away." He said, "Get hold of Ros Gilpatric
and see that it's cleared with him." So I left it with the Pentagon people to prepare and get
out. I notice the accounts now say that Ros says he cleared it because he understood the
President had cleared it. Well, that wasn't exactly what the President did, and that wasn't
the instructions I gave. The instructions were that the President said that if it's agreeable
to Gilpatric, to go ahead.

M: I guess [John] McCone was gone, too.

B: McCone was gone, too, yes. Anyway, we went ahead.

M: Johnson was not involved in any of this?

B: He wasn't involved in any of it. There's been a squib in the newspapers that his boo k is

going to say that this was just cleared by underlings, which isn't the case. It was cleared
by the President of the United States.

M: Apparently he's supposed to have held this against Hilsman, too. Is this what led to
Hilsman's departure shortly after the President took office?



LBJ Presidential Library ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT More on LBJ Library oral histories:
http://www.lbjlibrary.org Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781] http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

George Ball -- Interview I -- 5

B: No. I fired Roger Hilsman, with the full approval of Mr. Rusk. He had become very
difficult. He was so full of his own omniscience with regard to Vietnam, and he was
lecturing the generals on strategy. He became rather a nuisance. So we got rid of him.

M: I'm glad to get that story on the tape because I suspected that that was indeed the case.
I'm glad to have you put it on there.

B: I can tell you another story, if we're going to put any time limit on this. And that is that
Dean Rusk once said to me later, "You fired Roger Hilsman, but would you do a great
favor for me? I said, "What's that?" He said, "Would you let me say that I fired him?"

(Laughter)
M: The good things, the Secretary wants to take credit for himself.
It's strange in light of some of the revelations of the so -called Pentagon Papers that
apparently one of the things that Hilsman was very strong on was the covert operations

strategy, and that was being undertaken at just the time that he left. Of course, he later
said that he left because the President wasn't doing what he wanted to do.

B: Roger spent a great deal of time in his own self -justification, taking a lot too seriously.

Let me just add one thing on this, just to complete the record. I don't think that
this telegram was what precipitated the coup. Nothing happened after this telegram. The
generals decided they couldn't do anything about it. This telegram, as I recall, was in
August. The coup took place the first of November, and that's quite a long time
afterward. In the meantime a lot of things had been done. President Kennedy himself on
television had made some very tough remarks about what Diem has to do to straighten up,
and this could very well have been taken as that kind of encouragement. In fact, we had
already started putting the squeeze on by withholding aid, so that I think we had
established the causal relation, one way or another. I think this was only one of a number
of things, and to put the total focus on this, I think, was a great mistake.

M: It may have been done by Hilsman putting it in his book so prominently, as a matter of
fact.

After the assassination, I believe you were one of those who accomp anied the new
President Johnson back from Andrews [Air Force Base] on the helicopter that night. Can
you describe that?

B: The situation that night, as you recall, the members of the cabinet were on the plane that
had taken off from Hickam Field en route to Japan for the annual joint cabinet meeting
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with the Japanese and United States governments. I was acting secretary of state. Bob
McNamara was in the Pentagon. Mac Bundy was in the White House. In fact, the whole
rest of top level government was out of town.

So I telephoned Dean Rusk and told him that the President had been shot --on the
plane--and he said that they had just had word from one of the press services and what
was the situation. I told him all I knew. He said they were going to come into Hickam
Field and he would call me as soon as he got to Hickam. He called me from Hickam
Field, and I told him the President was dead. He said, "Where shall we come to? Shall we
come to Washington, or shall we come to Dallas?" I said, "Come to Washington." Of
course, they weren't going to get in until much later that night.

In the meantime, I found myself suddenly with a great number of duties imposed
which I didn't ever think of as attached to the Office of the Secretary of State. There are
all kinds of statutory proclamations and actions that a secretary of state has to take on the
death of a president. It derives from the fact that the Office of the Secretary of State as
originally conceived was really the Secretary of State; it wasn't the foreign minister. There
was going to be an associate foreign ministry. Then they put the two things together, but
there were still some residual obligations that were left over from the original conception.
So I was very busy drafting proclamations and doing all kinds of things that afternoon.

Then Bob McNamara, Mac [Bundy], and I went out to meet the new President.
We met him; we got in the helicopter with President and Mrs. Johnson, and the five of us
rode back to the White House together. We talked a bit. The President, of course, was
enormously moved by the dreadful experiences he had been through. He talked principally
of how gallant Mrs. Kennedy had been, how she had insisted on standing with him even
though the blood was still on her stockings and dress and so on.

He assured each one of us that he was going to count on us, that we had to stand
by him, and that the government was going to go forward. [He said] that the one thing
that heartened him was the fact that he was surrounded with fine people like us, the things
that I suppose one would normally say.

We got to the White House. We went in through the Cabinet Room. The
President was going to meet with the leadership. So I went back to the department,
because I still had a thousand things I had to finish that night. Then I went out later to
meet the cabinet when it came in.

M: That was not a policy-discussion evening. That was just a recovering-from-
the-shock-type of conversation.

When did he finally get into starting to try to master the issues outstanding in the
area of foreign affairs? Right away?
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B: As I recall, when we got off the helicopter we stopped very briefly in the Cabinet Room,
and he said, "Now, what do I have to do right away? What are the things that have to be
done in the next forty-eight hours? Apart from the funeral arrangements, what substantive
problems are there?" I think I may have mentioned two or three things that were on top
of the agenda.

M: Lodge was in town, I think, wasn't he? Or just about to come into town, or something of
that nature?

B: Yes, he was. He had come back for some kind of briefing.

M: What about the funeral itself and Mr. Johnson as a personal diplomat with all the world
leaders who came in? I know in the case of De Gaulle it was rumored that this was the
beginning of a sort of breakdown of relationship between the two.

B: I obviously had a great deal of conversation with the President about how we organized
this reception: whom he should see and whom he shouldn't see; the fact that De Gaulle
was coming over; what attention should he pay to him and what attention should he pay to
everybody else. We agreed that for the De Gaulle visit that he would go into the
Secretary of State's office, as I recall, since the reception was on the eighth floor of the
State Department. I'd asked the General to come in. To the best of my recollection, when
he met with the General I think I stayed in the room with them, but I'm not certain on that.
I can't really recall. There were so damned many things going on. If 1 didn't, Dean did,
and I don't know which one of us did, very frankly. We always operated on a kind of
interchangeable basis. He may have felt he had to stay with the other heads of state.

But it wasn't a substantive conversation of any significance.

M: So far as you know, it didn't lead to any long -term [consequences]?

B: I don't think so. The General felt honored, I'm sure, to be given even this brief meeting
under the circumstances. I can't imagine anything serious came out of it. But let me say
that President Johnson was extremely awkward at that time and ill at ease. This was just
out of his experience, I mean not a part of his experience.

M: Did he take your advice on who to see, for example, and what to say, how to say it?

B: Yes, by and large. He resisted at some points if we crowded people on him he couldn't
quite understand why we had to see then. No, I don't say that --he was not a [inaudible]

the arrangements.

M: During that first two or three months, as you watched the new President sort of start



LBJ Presidential Library ORAL HISTORY TRANSCRIPT More on LBJ Library oral histories:
http://www.lbjlibrary.org Lyndon B. Johnson Library Oral Histories [NAID 24617781] http://discoverlbj.org/exhibits/show/loh/oh

George Ball -- Interview I -- 8

settling down into the job he'd suddenly come to, did he frequently display a shortness
with the Kennedy men, a blow -up at Kennedy men, an abuse of subordinates?

B: I think he was doing his best to lean over backwards to make them feel a part of the show.
Certainly during that early period he gave every indication that he wanted them to stay,
that he certainly didn't want anyone leaving. He wanted them to feel that they had a place
with him.

Now, when I say that was the attitude of the President, I'm not suggesting that
some of the people that he brought in didn't have fairly abrasive relations with the
Kennedy people because this was certainly true.

M: Of course they were replacing them, and they were ...

B: They were replacing them, and even if they weren't replacing them, they were working
alongside of them. And they were perfectly open in making clear that they had better
access to the President than the Kennedy people did. But I think the President did his very
best.

M: How would you in your now considered hindsight estimate the situation in regard to
Vietnam when the presidency changed? Was it such, for example, that Mr. Johnson could
have disengaged? Was that a time when a basic change could have been made?

B: There was always a time when a basic change could have been made. I never subscribed
myself to the belief that we were ever at a point where we couldn't turn around. What
concerned me then as it did much more intensely even later was that the more forces we
committed, the more men we committed to Vietnam, the more grandiloquent our verbal
encouragement of the South Vietnamese was, the more costly was any disengagement.

I think it would have been terribly difficult for him to have disengaged
immediately, because it would look as though he were repudiating the policy of Kennedy.
I think that this is something which would have been almost impossible for him to do. At
that time there was no particular opposition to the war amongst the public. I think he
would have been subject to all kinds of attack --that the moment he gets in, he turns his
back on the policy of President Kennedy and gives something to the communists. I just
don't think he could have done it then, as far as the domestic political situation was
concerned.

But actually what he was most concerned with was not Vietnam at that point.
While Vietnam had begun to fill up more and more of the kind of screen through which we

view things, at that time it was just one of a lot of things that were ongoing.

I've got something--1 don't particularly talk about it, but one of the very few things
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I took away from the department was telecons of my conversations for six years. I could
tell you a lot more, actually, if I sat down and reviewed them.

But I got the impression that the President's instinct was to do what came naturally
to him. It's easy to forget now, but at that time it was almost a constitutional crisis as far
as President Kennedy's program was concerned. There was a kind of constipation on
Capitol Hill that was really very serious, and the President turned immediately to the
problem of how could he get the Kennedy program through. I think he felt sort of a
personal responsibility to Kennedy to get his program through. I think he deeply felt this,
and he did it superbly. He did it much better than Kennedy could ever have done it.
Whether Kennedy could have done it at all, I'm not sure, because by that time he was very
worried about it. He was not getting along well with Congress at all.

So this was what consumed an enormous lot of his [Johnson's] time. He was much
more intent on this than he was on the problems of Vietnam which were cranking along.
It was in the hands of exactly the same people who had been advising Kennedy, and I
think he was more or less inclined to let those of us who had this responsibility continue
with it.

M: I've had people tell me that Vietnam didn't really engage him probably until after the 1964
election. Of course, now we're being told that all these decisions had occurred before
then.

B: That's absolute nonsense. They weren't decisions. What was happening was that after he
got the legislative program through, or even before, he became immediately involved in
the election campaign, the convention and the campaign. The Tonkin Gulf occurred in the
middle of that, in August.

I remember at the end of September I had become so deeply concerned about the
situation in Vietnam that I sat down during the nights --because I couldn't do this in the
office and I couldn't use any staff--and dictated a memorandum which turned out to be
about seventy-five pages long.

M: Is this the one that got leaked to Joe Alsop ultimately?

B: Yes. He never saw the memorandum. All that was ever leaked to Alsop was the
existence of the memorandum, the fact of its existence. This was a memorandum that
challenged every assumption of our Vietnam policy. And then the second section was a
kind of plan for disengaging. I don't have this with me. I've got it, but I don't have it here.

M: Will it be in the presidential library somewhere?

B: Yes.
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It did get to the White House, then?

Yes, it got to the White House. What happened on that was that the memorandum was
written the last week of September. It took me about two weeks, because, as I say, I'd get
up at three or four in the morning--I had a dictating machine in my house --and I would go
into the library there and dictate through the night.

That's sometimes the best time.

Yes. I had a very strong conviction that I should never treat with the President on an ex
parte basis. So I sent a copy of this to McNamara, and one to Rusk, and one to Mac
Bundy. I think there were only five copies made, altogether. McNamara, in particular,
was absolutely horrified. He treated it like a poisonous snake. The idea that people
would put these kinds of things down on paper!

We met then for two Saturday afternoons to discuss this thing. As I say, the
general attitude of the conferees was to treat it as something that really shouldn't have
been done. Although I think that Rusk and Bundy were more tolerant of my effort to put
it on paper than Bob was. He really just regarded it as next to treason, that this had been
put down on paper.

Was anybody else saying such things at that? Anybody in a senior position?
No. None of them. Not at all.

In some way the fact that I had written the memorandum challenging the
assumptions of our Vietnam policy did get to Alsop. I have a theory that Mike Forrestal
knew something about it. Whether this is true or not, I don't know. It would be unjust to
leave that accusation in that form, because Mike said he had not done so.

Anyway, Alsop had a column in which he said that I had written a memorandum
challenging our policy in Vietnam and that while I knew something about Europe, my
knowledge of Asia one could put in a thimble. So I wrote Alsop and said, "Dear Joe, You
are quite wrong in your statement that my knowledge of Asia could be put in a thimble. It
could be put in a soup plate. By this, I mean it's much broader than you suggest and also
more shallow." (Laughter)

Which he probably accepted at face value.
The President was very upset that this thing appeared.

In the column, you mean? Not with the memorandum?

10
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Not with the memorandum, which he had not then seen. I didn't press to show it to the
President, because he was occupied with the campaign at that time. But about the first of
January, after the election, Bill Moyers was over for lunch with me one day, and I gave
this to Bill. He read it, and he says that this was the beginning of his conversion on the
Vietnamese issue. So then I said, "Well, if you feel that this is something serious, I had
intended it for the President, and I want to give it to the President." Which he did.

And the President read it not once, but twice, so he told me, and he was very
impressed, or shaken, by it. So he insisted that we sit down and start arguments. Well,
that was the beginning of a process I then employed, because then I wrote the President
every few weeks setting forth, in effect, what I thought were quite serious reasoned
memoranda which were difficult to do because, as I say, I had to do them all myself. But
each one was addressed at some particular proposal for escalation, challenging the
proposal and arguing that we were losing the war, that it was an unwinnable war, that the
whole objective was an unattainable objective, that we could commit any number
0f--500,000 I think was the figure I used at one point in a memorandum --and that we still
would not win. All the reasons I've set forth. And each time I ended up, "Therefore we
should cut our losses," that this would be the consequence in short -term problems, but in
long-term we would gain by it, which I set forth in relation to each country: countries in
the Far East, countries in Europe, the neutralist countries, and so on.

The President always read these things. And the reason I know he read them is
because he always insisted on having a meeting then, and he would call on me to present
my views, which [ would do. The reason I know he read them was that he would sit there
without looking at them and he'd say, "Now, George, you say on page nine" so -and-so. "I
don't see how you can possibly defend that." So then I'd defend it. "And on page
fourteen you say" so-and-so.

You're not bluffing when you can do that.

No, he wasn't bluffing. I always sat next to him at the table. So I know he wasn't reading
from anybody's notes. He read them, and it was perfectly clear that he read them. And
invariably without exception I think he always thanked me, as he put it, for disagreeing
with him.

Did they ever occasion, in being presented that frequently, what you considered really a
basic reconsideration of some of the premises by the other principals?

Not basically consideration of some of the premises. But what did happen was that the
President on two or three occasions said at the end of the day, "Look, I agree with
George. I think he's right. We're not going to do this thing. I don't agree with you, Bob,
you've got to make your case. I don't agree with you, Mac. We're not going to do it."

11
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But we ended up by doing it a couple of weeks later, because events moved on and
pressures built up and so on. [Inaudible sentence] I think I slowed the process, let me put
it that way.

And didn't destroy your effectiveness with the President, as far as you know?

Not so far as [ know. My relations with the President, by anything he ever indicated to
me, always remained very good. I always had the feeling that I could say anything to the
President.

He didn't block you out because he knew you were going to be unsympathetic?

No. Let me say if I had found myself excluded from meetings as the Vice Pres ident did,
for example, then I would probably have quit. But, on the contrary, I was always
involved. And very often when we'd have something up, he'd turn to me and say, "All
right, George, let's hear what you have to say against this, because I know you will."

Does that mean, though, that you became kind of the house critic? I mean, just going
through the motions?

He used to use the term, "You're my devil's advocate," but it was never a stylized affair, as
far as [ was concerned. I think that he did this rather deliberately, and I was prepared to
accept it on these terms, because after the Alsop leak I think he wanted and I think they
spread the word around the White House that, "George Ball is just sort of doing this on an
institutionalized basis, just always filing the brief for the other side." Which was not the
case. What I was doing was deeply felt out of my own guts here. I wouldn't have sat up
until three or four o'clock in the morning doing it.

You don't stylize something at three o'clock in the morning!

The interesting thing about all of this from my point of view was not only the President's
response, but the fact that we had 