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Third Oral History Interview
With
JOSEPH W. ALSOP

October 29, 1979
Washington, D.C.

By Roberta W. Greene

For the Robert F. Kennedy Oral History ProgramhefiKennedy Library

GREENE: This is the third oral history interviewtivdoseph Alsop. The date is October
30, 1979 and the place is his home at 2806 N. tStra&ashington [D.C.].
Okay.

ALSOP: After rereading the tape, | think it's d@létunbalanced in a way that has

something to do with the time when the tape wasenbdon’t mean that I,

for one second, that | didn’t care just as muchuaBobby [Robert F.
Kennedy] as | said | did on the tape. Since thdémave to say, there’s been a good deal of
rewriting of history, and | don’t approve of revinqd history either in the United States or the
Soviet Union. So what | have to do is add a litiketo the tape to represent what were really
my opinions and my knowledge when the tape was niadehere were opinions and
knowledge that | was not very eager to talk abbenton account of being truly heartbroken,
as | still am.

First of all, about the Justice Department: | thBdbby was a first-rate attorney
general, but anyone who supposes he wasn’'t a gaghtone is a perfect damn fool. Take
the business about Martin Luther King [Martin Lutlkéng, Jr.] and the surveillance of him.
Bobby knew perfectly well that the surveillance vgagng on, because he talked to me about
it. He talked to me about it at some length, beedugsfelt that King had some very odd
customers around him; in fact he believed thatafrteem was an active member of the
Communist party or someone of that sort. And hedske what he thought up--what |
thought he ought to do about it. Now, he coulda¥dtalked in that way to me unless he
was fully informed that surveillance was in factrigecarried on.
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GREENE: Did he say that specifically, or you suedis?

ALSOP: Well, he said that Hoover [J. Edgar Hooweas keeping watch. | didn’t ask
him how it was being done. | happen to believe strang counter
intelligence, and | greatly deplore the fact thatlaven’t got any
counterintelligence. And there wasn’t anything $tmog about it to me if Martin Luther
King, much as | admired him, was being used; beihad Soviet agents trying to use him, it
was desirable to know, because no matter whereeSagents are, it's desirable to know
about them. And he knew I felt that way, and I'mesat that time Bobby thought that way.

GREENE: Do you think that he believed in--at thenmemt the man’s name is escaping
me, but we both know who we’re talking about, teatteman that you're
referring to--do you think Kennedy himself beliewbat he was, he had

Communist connections, or was it that Hoover wgisgrto tell him that?

ALSOP: No, he plainly believed that he did, becauseguestion to me was, “We
know”, (we know-he didn’t say there was any question about itattKing
has at least one very wrong associate, and thabghhe oughtn’t to have,

and what do | do about it? Do | warn him off, oratkdo | do?” He didn’t think that King

himself was anything but at most misguided.

GREENE: What was your advice to him at the time?

ALSOP: | think | said that | was incompetent to séy as | didn’t really know King.
And you can’t advise about a thing like that unlgss know the parties
concerned. | don'’t think he even--he didn't evdhrtee the name of the guy

in question, so | don’'t have any way of knowing tiee the F.B.I. [Federal Bureau of

Investigation] was right or wrong about it. | suspihat they were right, because now it's the

fashion to say, “Oh, this is all a lot of nightmaed not true.” But you wait and see: if we

ever do have a counterintelligence, we’re goingdaon for some very unpleasant surprises
all over the bloody lot. [Laughter] Real shock. Aitid just foolish to suppose that we’re not.

| mean, we're infinitely more important to the Seta than the British were before the second

war [World War 1l]. And all you have to do is thidbout Philby [Kim Philby] and Maclean

[Donald Maclean] and Burgess [Guy Burgess], andgausee that it stands to reason that

there are some very bad apples in some barrels@toere, huh? And | wouldn’t be a bit

surprised to find that they were in rather key olatr

GREENE: So you would tend to dismiss the versi@ ylou
[-42-]

hear so often, that Kennedy went along with theeiliance, to get Hoover



off his back (a), and (b) perhaps to have it digpds-to have the Communist
affiliation disproved--that doesn’t make senseaa?®

ALSOP: That'’s just historical revision, it doesfittat all the question that he asked
me. The kind of discussion that we had--it wassrched with him as | recall,
and he raised the question spontaneously. He didggest for one instant

that he thought that there was any doubt abountbemation that he was receiving from the

F.B.l. It's totally inconsistent with what he said.

GREENE: Did you get any clear impression from thrabther conversations about how
he regarded Martin Luther King, himself, other tllaat he...

ALSOP: Well, if one is to be absolutely honestphd think that the Kennedys,
including President Kennedy, were either readyofaaltogether welcomed
the civil liberties movement. They were on the tigide, but it represented

the beginning of a major change for which, thankiGn the American political pattern in

which they’d lived very comfortably for a good lotighe, it was bound to make terrible
trouble between the Kennedys and the people iSthgh. You have to remember that the

South was still very important to the Democratictypehuh?

GREENE: Sure, itis.
ALSOP: President Kennedy was very close to, ang warmly admired, a whole
series of the southern leaders of Congress. Botdbsed and was adored by

Senator Eastland [James O. Eastland]. It was ratihedd love affair, but still
there you are. [Laughter]

GREENE: That's very true.

ALSOP: And it wasn't certainly a band wagon thatytistarted: and | dare say if they'd
been told to get into a closet and make a tracatakbether to get it going
right then, they probably would have chosen nohtdy?

GREENE: It would have been much simpler.

ALSOP: [Laughter] And it would have been very uelithem to feel differently.
Because when his brother was alive--and this ipén®d I'm talking about--
Bobby never diverged for one instant from his beothviews, nor did he ever

really consider anything except his brother’s ies¢r And.... So that the kind
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of--President Kennedy was not at all the kind ohrt@feel the kind of concerns that Bobby
later came to express. And....

GREENE: Well, I don’t know if you've said this anipare else in the interview, but what



were some of your observations in that last yeaenthe civil rights
movement was really erupting and the presidentedacery strongly? Do
you remember conversations?

ALSOP: I think he did what his duty was. He did tight thing. Once they were faced
with it, they responded to it correctly and eveblyo

GREENE: Was there a personal turnaround in thi®gedo you think, that the
president’s...

ALSOP: I’'m just saying that, in the first placegtpresident’s didn’t throb, the way it
used to be thought correct, to throb. He was angtbut what used to be
called a “bleeding heart”. He was a humane, dexamt with a very high

sense of duty as a citizen and a human being. Ahfeing a bleeding heart, in my opinion,

is more a compliment than a denigration. And beedlseding hearts make fools of
themselves. And | thought Bobby made a fool of llingbout his favorite American

Indians. In the first place, he didn’t know a dathimg about them. [Laughter] Secondly, in

that particular case the trace for a very long tirag been theirs, not ours; you can’t rescue

people who don’t want to be rescued. And the Anagrimdians--why, | cannot imagine--
suffer from this incurable two-way stretch betwdes Indian culture and the American
culture which surrounds them. And they don’t hawe kind of school difficulties that the
blacks have, for example. Many of them have domg well in the schools and universities.

But the chances are when they do very well, thelgagk to the reservation--they’re sort of

uprooted from the reservation by their educatiard-they take to drink and commit suicide.

| remember talking about this with Adam WalinskyB®obby’s last tour. And | don’t think

I've ever seen a man so shocked in my life; | eegbi vastly. Because | know quite a lot

about the American Indian, and I've done a great dework on minorities--and who'’s a

thief and who doesn’t and why and...

GREENE: Did you ever say anything along those lioeRobert Kennedy himself?

ALSOP: No. It's not worth arguing with a dear frleabout American Indians, but |
was really teasing Adam, which was irresistibledAbecause if ever there
was a bleeding heart, it was Adam. And | said, “¥aow, you're so foolish,

because the real solution to the Indian probleta @rganize two or three divisions in our
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army like the British Gurkhas. And if you had--threyvery good fighting men--and if you
had a couple of divisions that would offer theiupg men an honorable career with full
opportunities for promotion, of course, and in engations--military units, rather--that had
been planned like the Gurkha. British Gurkha regiteeso that their own culture remained
unimpaired within the framework of the unit, théxey would succeed. But this ridiculous
foolishness of trying to make them into successfaltors and happy undertakers--
morticians--and virtuous Chamber of Commerce membegijust bound to fail. [Laughter]



It's been tried again and again and it always hdsed. And Adam was so shocked by the
idea of American Gurkha divisions, you can imagine.

GREENE: | can imagine, knowing Adam as well as.l do

ALSOP: He turned bright green with horror. [Laughtém sure he won’t remember,
but it is a true story.

GREENE: Oh, I bet he does remember it. He has@edible memory.

ALSOP: And then there’s another Justice Departrepistode that | would like to put
on the record, simply because I think it oughteo the record, and |
strongly suspect the documents have been destriiyeat to do with

Governor Adams [Sherman Adams], that dreadful dided sepulcher.

GREENE: You mean Sherman Adams?

ALSOP: Sherman Adams. And as you may recall, hefined by Eisenhower [Dwight

D. Eisenhower] because he wasn'’t clean as a hotmatls. And at the time

that he was fired, his secretary was a crazy oldwdth a very funny name--
I'll remember it in a minute--Miss Mildred Papermawiss Mildred Paperman testified, or
told the F.B.1., or told--I can’t remember exadtigw, who were the people investigating the
case--that Adams had in fact been receiving $15/9@8sh per month from Goldfine
[Bernard Goldfine], practically from the day tha Went to the White House; and that he,
Goldfine, had begun making the payments becausenddaid that he needed money to help
cleaning up, quote “clean up the mess in Washiriginquote. And they were never
suspended until Adams was fired, or rather untid@ae got into trouble.

GREENE: So the coat looks smooth in comparison.

ALSOP: And it wasn’t--in other words, it was nosjla vicuna coat and a Persian rug;
it was a great deal more and a great deal moreeasait, too.
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And it must have added up to about five hundredishad by the time he got-
-five hundred thousand dollars in bribes by theetime got tired. And | can’t really remember
how the thing came up, but again Bobby volunteé@rddvouldn’t at all have known about
it. But | told you earlier that if you're a senghhewspaperman, people will take you into
their confidence and not expect you to put it a#rthe front page, even however tempting it
may be. In this case it was very tempting. [Laughte

GREENE: | can imagine.

ALSOP: And what had happened was that Adams waalatinker: he really made
himself hated by everyone he could, and enjoyedmgdkimself hated by



everyone he could make himself hated by. And anather people who hated
him was his landlady, to whom he’d been particylande and unpleasant. Then she not only
hated him, she thought it was a little bit odd i@ was invariably paid in cashier’'s checks.
In other words, she didn’t get a check from Adasi® got a check from a bank here or a
bank there for the amount of the rent. And.... Ba know what a cashier’s check is?

GREENE: Yes, sure.

ALSOP: You go and buy one, like buying a piecewfency, and as long as the bank
doesn't fail.... And she had kept the dates angingsbank of the cashier’s
checks for a considerable period, once she begdisltke Adams so horribly,

because she smelled a rat, | suppose. But at tsyywhen President Kennedy was elected,

she toddled around to the Justice Department andeaiin this record. And Bobby sent the

F.B.l. fanning out and verified that Adams had Haugese cashier’s checks in banks in

quite diverse places, but had also bought othdrieds checks on the same occasions. And

they followed up the investigation from that leaesd what they discovered was that the old
son of a bitch, every time he was out of Washingt@never bought checks in Washington
because that would have led to trouble he fearsdppose--he went to every goddamn bank
in town and bought cashier’s checks, never in aauarhof more than five hundred dollars.

[Laughter] And by taking around photographs of Adaand showing him to bank tellers and

suggesting possible dates--because normally he augraf town when Eisenhower was out

of town or was on vacation, and he didn’'t havedelge normally went along with

Eisenhower--they succeeded in running down prowedhases by Adams of, | think it was

three hundred and seventy-five thousand dollarshnafrcashier’'s checks. And Bobby then

had, | suppose it must have been the I.R.S. [latdRevenue Service], write the old son of a

bitch, saying, “How about all this? It looks tomsgghty like unreported income.” [Laughter]

He
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sent back a letter which Bobby showed me. | readdtter signed by Sherman Adams,
which he claimed he’d written on his own withouyansultation with a lawyer; it was the
goddamnedest barrel of balderdash | ever heand mofyilife.

GREENE: By way of trying to explain?

ALSOP: Yes. The explanation was that he had nairteg his income because endless
people whose names he did not know rushed up tarhrailroad stations and
airports and pushed rolls of bills amounting somes to as much as ten

thousand dollars into his pocket, saying, “Now pead and clean up the mess in

Washington; we want to help.” Which was, of coutke,pretext that he had used originally

with Goldfine. Well, here was Miss Paperman’s stoitly verified. They had not because,

partly because, President Eisenhower was presidenglso because Miss Paperman by

herself--she was a very nutty old girl, and shdyeauld not have stood up in court as a

sole witness--but she was now completely and inoégetly verified. And Bobby reported

this to the president, in the presence, in facfaokie [Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis]



and of Lee Radziwill [Lee Bouvier Radziwill], wh@ppened to be there, with both of whom
| have talked about it. And President Kennedy ditigthare the current morality in any
degree. He was naturally reluctant to prosecutelithenan who had already had his life
finished; and the amount of money didn’t matterywauch; | mean it wasn’t even public
money, it was just a fool’s money. Goldfine, intfdtad this lunatic habit of buying
politicans--as a hobby--of buying politicans; therere half a dozen that were, during the
Goldfine case, going crazy with nerves, such aleSt#ridges, who was also on the payroll.

GREENE: Right, | remember that, right.

ALSOP: And frightened to death. And so the questias to prosecute or not
prosecute. Well, President Kennedy instantly manhsélf open to a
prosecution for compounding a felony--which is wtheg crime was--by

saying, “Don’t prosecute.” But that really wasrietend of the story, unless I'm very

mistaken. This part of it is a reconstruction, bt perfectly certain it’s true. Bobby did say
that President Eisenhower had been consulted éiswind agreed with the president’s
decision. And | know how he was consulted, becdius@ot a fool. Somebody like Larry

O’Brien [Lawrence F. O’'Brien]--maybe Kenny O’Donhf{enneth P. O’Donnell]--went up

to Gettysburg with a very, very long face and shat President Kennedy had been very

much upset by the discovery of this new eviden@erasg President Eisenhower’s former
chief of staff, and that President Kennedy’s irafion was

[-47-

not to prosecute because of his deep feeling aheuyiresidency and because of his deep
respect for General Eisenhower and the warm mewfdnis great public services, but that
President Kennedy felt that as the man who had beayed was nobody else but President
Eisenhower, President Eisenhower must have thedaya And so President Eisenhower,
who never gave a goddamn about anything of a goddiarage--1 hate that word--said,

“Don’t prosecute.” And after that he was in a clftk; I'm sure he was blackmailable. And
this, I'm in turn quite certain, had a great, gremeat deal to do with the fact that President
Eisenhower, who loathed President Kennedy, reatgdhhim. “Damned jumped-up young
jack-o’-knaves”--that sort of language was useah. &n unusual old man in the sense that |
like the young even if | disapprove of them. [Lategh

GREENE: That’s a nice way to put it.

ALSOP: Eisenhower loathed Kennedy, and yet, if sexall, every time President
Kennedy got into a bind on defense and foreigncgplktisenhower came
clattering up like an old-fashioned fire wagon wsgiendid white horses,

always reliable as though it’s at the fire, reaal¢lp. [Laughter]

GREENE: | have never heard the story in that dgpailticularly what evidence they
actually had, but | knew about thaid pro quo.

ALSOP: That was the evidence they had, and he ghovee-Bobby showed me--



Adams’s letter, and they could have put the oldafoa bitch in jail, and they
were guilty of compounding a felony for not doingAnd furthermore, |
think they were dead right not to prosecute. Furtfoge, being a practical man, I think they
were dead right to get what they could of it ouEedfenhower; but of course that isn’'t current
morality. And if President Nixon [Richard Milhouséxon] had done something similar, the
Washington Post would take a very dark view. So would tRew York Times. And | say that-
-to this day | think they were dead right on botluats.

GREENE: It's interesting that it was kept so sustdby suppressed for so long, because
there were a lot of people who were knowledgeabtaiathat.

ALSOP: Well, this isn’t the only thing that was keguccessfully suppressed, my dear,
but we won’t go into that.

GREENE: No, but that particular story, there wetetaf people at I.R.S. and at F.B.I.
who knew about that, and apparently it never...
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ALSOP: But people loved the president, and peopézluo be loyal to the presidency,
and most of them actually thought President Kenmvealy dead right. And |
should think probably all of them. | don’t suppdke people at the I.R.S. or

F.B.l. knew about the political use that had beadenof it, but I'm perfectly certain that

political use wasnade out of it, huh? And Bobby did say that Pexsidisenhower had been

consulted.

GREENE: What did he actually do? He showed youdtter and...

ALSOP: He showed me Adams’s letter; he was rathaugof it, pleased by it.

GREENE: Amused?

ALSOP: Yes, he thought it was very funny. It wasadman’s...

GREENE: And by then had the whole thing...

ALSOP: ...it was a madman’s letter.

GREENE: By then had the whole thing been resolved?

ALSOP: It was a madman'’s letter. | can’t rememb&r.one who’'d consulted a lawyer
could conceivably have put his signature on sulgtter. It was a rather long,
rather pompous letter. And, | mean, if you'd showed a jury, they’'d have

sent him to jail for ten years in the next half ote, huh?

GREENE: By then the whole thing had been resolvetitaey’'d decided not to do



ALSOP:

GREENE:

ALSOP:

GREENE:

ALSOP:

anything yet.
But it was over, yes. Yes, and I'm perfecitytain of that.

Did he tell you himself that they had tak#rat they had gone to Eisenhower,
or you surmised that?

No, what he told me was that, naturallyt thay had not nol-prossed--|
believe the word is--the case without consultingeBhower because, after all,
it was his ox who’d been gored, huh? And....

Did he show you this just as a friend, jpstl something that happened?

Yes, it was a piece of juicy gossip. [LawghTThe Kennedys loved gossip.
My wife never managed very well with President Kety because she
always wanted to talk to him about large issueteats of
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who was going to bed with whom. | never could padsiher that even presidents much
prefer that form of conversation to high-level ch¥td.... She was very fond of him and he
was very fond of her. It wasn’t quite as spicy apheferred a lady to be.

GREENE:

ALSOP:

GREENE:

ALSOP:

GREENE:

ALSOP:

GREENE:

ALSOP:

Did you talk to Robert Kennedy to any ektéoth during the administration
and after, about his relationship with Hoover?

With Hoover?
J. Edgar?

No, never. I've always detested him, all lifg. I've thought he was an
incompetent, over-inflated, nasty old monster--emedmpetent above all.

But he never spoke to you about problents wm?
No, it wouldn’t have come up. I'm sure that...
Well, even in the context of, let's say Martin Luther King...

I’'m sure that he and Hoover disliked onethapheartily, but Bobby didn’t

any more disapprove of surveillance than-- meamgpproved of it, much

more than | do. | believe in counterintelligencet beyond that | don’t

approve of surveillance. | think--I should be venych surprised to discover--that there was
not political surveillance as well under the Kerpadministration.

GREENE:

But that’'s more speculative than...



ALSOP: Well, 1 don’t know anything about it, and ywkhould 1? He didn’t tell me
about it. He wouldn’t have and | wouldn’t have atkigaughter] Why,
people are mad, people are such fools now in miness. They're so
pompous. Joe Kraft [Joseph Kraft] carrying on Ekbanshee about having his telephone
tapped once. | had about eight F.B.I investigatemsrecall the count. And between the end
of the second war and...

GREENE: The Kennedy administration, prior to that?

ALSOP: | wouldn’t be surprised if | had one undeg Kennedy administration. It
wouldn’t surprise me in the least. | think | diditlthat’s all right.

GREENE: Do you include wire taps in that?
[-50-]

ALSOP: | haven’t any doubt, never doubted for astant that they tapped my wire.
Not for one instant. Why shouldn’t they? Theseadkeall had to do with
alleged breaches of security. | mean, how you defecurity is a very

arguable thing.

GREENE: A very arbitrary thing also sometimes.

ALSOP: But you have to trust the president of tmetéd States to define what security
is, and you have to trust him to take care of HdAf you go and elect a lemon
like Dick Nixon--against whom | voted, unlike Mroim Wicker [Thomas G.
Wicker] of theNew York Times and Mr. Philip Geyelin [Philip L. Geyelin] of the
Washington Post, as well as a good.... And Mr. Kraft--you get wiati paid for. The whole
left of the Democratic party voted for, actuallyted for Nixon, or stayed at home, and they
were solely responsible for his election. HumpHig¢ybert H. Humphrey] would have been
in like Flynn if it hadn’t been for the behavior thie left wing of the Democratic party. They
make me sick at my stomach because they nevethakdame for what they do. Look at
them now about Cambodia; it's enough to turn yeamsch. | mean, this thought of Teddy
Kennedy (Edward M. Kennedy] going around to... eAthe role he played in the war, going
around to cocktail parties given by Miss Joan Bdean C. Baez] in honor of the “boat
people.” Why do they have “boat people?” Becaugeeoiple like Miss Baez and Senator
Kennedy; that's why they're there. Ellsworth Bunkelisworth Bunker] said, and | said, and
a few other people said, that a great, great, ggeaat many people would suffer horribly if
the North Viethamese were allowed to occupy Sougtrdm. | knew they would also
invade Cambodia, they had invaded Cambodia. Theway that Cambodia and South
Vietnam could be saved was for us to win. And tleed of these wretched people in that
part of the world is on their hands. [Laughter] Amzhe of them admit it. Now they go
around piously giving cocktail parties in honortloé boat people; it's enough to make you
vomit. [Laughter] And, huh? Puke is the word.



And the other thing I did want also to talk abdribberta, is the matter of Bobby’s
complete change of heart. To my knowledge, atme tiuring the development of President
Kennedy's Viethamese policy did Bobby ever say, téfaout.” He went along with it 100
percent. He believed, judging by the way he talldé€d), percent in the balance-of-power
policy that President Kennedy maintained, which Wasright policy in my judgment. He
went along 100 percent with the great defense asareinder President Kennedy; he went
along 100 percent with the mobilization after thenha meeting; he was entirely on that
side, which was my side, to be sure. And | canraggerate to you how.... Well, nothing
ever surprises me and nothing
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ever shocks me, but | cannot exaggerate how dsgtdelswas to see him, as | saw it,

stultifying himself by completely changing his caatrnight. And nobody says that he did,
but he did. And if any of your goddamned pseuddehigns pretend that he didn't, they're
liars. [Laughter] | think that strange, obsessiveling he had about Lyndon Johnson

[Lyndon B, Johnson] had, I'm afraid, a great deatento do with it than | was really

prepared to come right out and say, when we didastenterview, and that was the one

thing that was dishonest with me. As a matter of, feve always--I've never had any doubt
about it. He was.... It was not frightfully styliskither, because these were great international
interests, and you don’t just change your mind &lgoeat national interests because
someone’s got the responsibility whom you happdmate.

GREENE: Well, of course, the nature of the thind bhanged in that it had escalated
well beyond what it ever was during President Kelyne

ALSOP: The nature of it had escalated very farresilent Kennedy’s time, and you
must remember that we had people in combat befodkdd.

GREENE: But the scale was very different from wihdecame.

ALSOP: Scale is nothing my dear, you don’t riskpes lives at all. You don't risk
Americans’ lives at all. The president that riskeéYicans’ lives, in any way--
except for a great principle--is a criminal presidé&cale has nothing to do

with it. What has to do with it is the problem. ©s$ the president considered that the

problem could not permissibly be solved by a N&figtnamese victory, what he did was
criminal. There’s no palliation in talking aboutaée. The scale was bound to increase.

GREENE: | don’'t remember if | ever asked...

ALSOP: And, of course, his decision--and it wasdwsision, although | didn’t share in
it, to my shame. | didn’t foresee how bad the cqnsaces were--his decision
to remove, shall we say, the American guard frommydg Diem had a very

large share in increasing the scale. Because vepgtemed after Diem [Ngo Dinh Diem] died

hasn’t been properly understood. This is the waoiahaged war we’ve ever had, mostly
under the worst war leader; it transformed Bob Muidea [Robert S. McNamara] from the



best minister of defense the western world has sieee Louvois into the worst war minister
the western world has seen since Lord George Garifiaiughter] And Johnson was ten
times worse. But.... And then, as for my colleaglige never seen such dishonesty in my
life. It
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made me ashamed of the newspaper business, drbesil Anyway, going back to Diem ...
GREENE: Before you go back, let me switch this eredwvon’t have to stop.
[END SIDE 1, TAPE 3]
[BEGIN SIDE 2, TAPE 3]
GREENE: Okay.

ALSOP: Going back to Diem. When | talked with thregident about it--and we talked
at great length--1 did not foresee, and | don’nkhine foresaw, the
conseqguences of removing the guard from Diem. Theahconsequence was

a vacuum. This is a highly transitional societyjahhDiem alone held together in some kind

of way. It was getting harder and harder; and hisher--mainly because of tiNew York

Times, which was, happened to have gone mad--and héhsarest of the world through the

eyes of his brother. But anyway, that’s by the wagce Diem was assassinated--and that

was not our doing, as | said in a previous tapewsumade it...

GREENE: We made it possible?

ALSOP: He wouldn’t have been assassinated if wa'haeimoved the guard, but you
couldn’t cease to support him without removingdgibard. Do you see what |
mean? Once Diem was assassinated, you had a afthasvacuum, and this

was what made it possible for the Viet Cong to poweverywhere and occupy the vacuum.

And that was the time when they really implanteshtelves in most of the provinces of

South Vietnam. And that was the time when there avpsrfectly genuine domestic

insurgency; by the end of the war there wasn’t &ig.had the war won; North Vietnam was

the whole problem. Really, North Vietnam was net whole problem; the whole problem
was the American left.

GREENE: Did you speak to President Kennedy in pleaitod between the death of Diem
and...

ALSOP: No, because you see he was--as you pointieid one in the last tape--he was
killed very shortly after Diem was assassinatedd Adid not go back to
Vietnam, | should think, for another six month&ald just come from there.

GREENE: Did you ever ask--and | may have askedtlgmudirectly in the other



interview, | don’t remember--did you ever ask Rald&nnedy in perhaps a
somewhat less direct way than you've said it heogy he explained or could
justify his turnaround? You never did?
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ALSOP: No, my dear, he’'d done it. | had my own sgy@iews about why he’d done it.
| knew he hadlone it. And as between friends--and friends wérat we
were, dear friends; | was devotedly attached todgphbnd | intended to vote

for him because | thought he wouldn’t want to Idsennedys don't like losing much. And if

he’d been nominated--which | don’t think he wouli/a been--and if he’d been elected--
which was even more doubtful--I think he’d have gamand won. It was perfectly possible
to do, not at all hard. And I still think that. Amee’d be living in a very different world
today, because 80 percent of our troubles in thddwoday stem from the fact that defeat is
not very good for national--nations’--credit, j@st bank runs aren’t very good for banks’
credit. [Laughter] And so it's had endless repesauss in Soviet policy and the degree of
risks the Soviets find acceptable; and the behafitiie Arabs, who are very sensitive to
who’s winning and who'’s losing--in everything likieat.

GREENE: That's very interesting.

ALSOP: And the notion that you can, that a natian be defeated, or that a bank can
have a run on it, without suffering very seriouslgems to me in my old-
fashioned way, very chilly. [Laughter] But | did mtato emphasize it, that

point again, because | think | was historicallytéel untruthful about it. Bobby just made a

180-degree turn which | could not respect, no matteat the kidsvere saying, which--I

hate the goddamned word anyway--or whatNbe York Times was saying, because on

great questions of national interest you don’t ¢feayour principles to follow the fashion.

And if you do, it is not a very strong testimonyyur political morality. And...

GREENE: | would like to have heard that discussigou’d ever had it.

ALSOP: I would never have had it. | don’t understdine way people deal with one
another nowadays; | don’t understand the way nepespaen deal with their--
with public men.

GREENE: In what way?

ALSOP: Well, on the one hand, they’re enormouslkyigan. | mean, you dig up the
account that a couple of those frightful bitchegtmWWashington Post wrote
of Henry Kissinger’s book party, and then you dgane of the comparable

people’s account of those frightful occasions atkdry Hill, and you’ll see what | mean,

huh? And that runs right straight through from filest page to the style section, huh?
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GREENE: Yes.

ALSOP: And | think it's disgraceful; we didn’t use do business that way. And

dividing everyone into the good and the bad, amkihg that it's your job as

a reporter, mind you, to kick whom you conceivéédbad--well below the
belt at all times--while overlooking any possibiessor nonsense in those you conceive to be
good, this doesn’t seem to me to be good newspemdrto go to an American war and
completely misrepresent the facts, which was wtes done. I'd actually forgotten--my
memory is so bad--I'd forgotten that we’d talkebabout Vietnam, because that was very
much in my mind when you came to see me.

GREENE: Yes, the war was still very much--it was ot ‘72.

ALSOP: It was very long, and | did know a greatlagdzout it, if | do say so; | spent a
great deal of time there, two and a half years pfifa. God knows | didn’t
enjoy it.

GREEN: I'll bet.

ALSOP: You know, they were not the most enjoyatdarg I've ever had. [Laughter]

And | went there because | thought it was my dstg aewspaperman. And |

feel so angry. It makes me so angry now that itesake boil like an old tea
kettle. And we’ll pay for it. And God knows if wend't.... The next election is our last
chance to avoid paying for it in a really very wgdant way, | fear.

GREENE: What is the solution in the next election?

ALSOP: Well, you've got to have a different kindleadership; you’'ve got to go back
to the old way, or we’re done for.

GREENE: Who will take us back to the old way? Whaonyou suggest?

ALSOP: Oh, Christ, | don’t care who it is. If itGonnelly, [John B. Connelly Jr.] |
don’t mind. He’s a frightful shit.

GREENE: Yes, frightful.

ALSOP: They all are. [Laughter] The first thing ybave to realize about politicians is
that almost all politicians are shits, and all gpatiticians are shits. And
any.... My father used to tell me,
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“Alsop’s first rule of politics, Joe--and | hopeyd remember it when you get to

Washington--is when anyone is regularly called Hbdehn, either examine his head or
audit his accounts. | don’t know which, he’s eithdpol or a crook or both.” And | have an



old-fashioned--very old-fashioned it is now--diséafr moral prating. And | like my own
country to win, which is also old-fashioned. Anddn’t believe that the rules of history have
been suspended in favor of the United States amielv York Times, huh? [Laughter] So
there you are.

GREENE: Is there anything else that...?

ALSOP: No, | was just so.... When | reread thedhinvas surprised; | thought it was a
dreadful hash. | guess | read it on a very bady kad day; but when | reread
it, | thought it was quite entertaining, and thabady could ever...

GREENE: No. You did very well. | really enjoyed thistory in it, the historical
allusions...

ALSOP: Nobody, nobody, | think, could have any dailat | was deeply fond of
Bobby, and | was deeply fond of him.

GREENE: | think that's very clear. That's very dlea

ALSOP: And that | care a great deal about. And timat everything gets revised and
glozed over, and they all pretend it isn’t the wtayas, it makes me cross,
because | was there and | know. And their reasandding all this, engaging

in all this pretense, are strictly interested intisan reason. My dear friend Arthur

Schlesinger [Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.] wailingoab Cousin Eleanor’s letters to Miss

Hickock [Lorena Hickock] all just delightful femine friendship. Hell and damnation! I've

known about that since | was eighteen, and it wigsst a delightful feminine friendship.

Lorena Hickock was incapable of ever having a ddid feminine friendship, for Christ

sake; she looked like a rhinoceros. [Laughter]

GREENE: She was not a very attractive or alluriggre, judging by her pictures.

ALSOP: Well, some ladies like rhinoceroses. And...

GREENE: | think that after...

ALSOP: Not perhaps a word that you've seen a gteak of. God knows I've seen
little enough of it, but we had little bits of iehe and there in my own family,
and I... What was her name? Eva LeGallienne. |
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still remember when | was.... She was a great herof that set.

GREENE: It's such a familiar name, but | can't...

ALSOP: She was an actress. And she was tremend@oomé of that set. And |



remember once when | was a very young reporteytahoty, in 1933 |

guess it was, going to heort of theater--she had her own theater, veringor
plays; she was a very vain woman and a bad actkesksthe.... | went behind the scenes
because | was going to see the great Miss LeGa#icthe lovely Miss LeGallienne. And the
flies, if that’s the right word for it...

GREENE: Wings.

ALSOP: ...the wings of the--behind the scenes--aibsky full of these enormous
rhinoceros-like women, not exactly dressed like =t they would have
looked better if they had--going [Blustering laugifit Undiluted blasts. And

with very large bags, with which they could bop yauer the head, | suppose; | daresay they

carried window weights in them. [Laughter]

GREENE: | wondered when | read that whether Samgsiwas just coming to the
defense of someone he... Or if he believed. It seesnethive because we
have the copies of the correspondence in the ashand it's so clear, if you

look at it, that it would be almost impossible mberpret it innocently.

ALSOP: Well, of course he was. Of course he wag.ady possibility. In tact, in my
own family, everybody knew that there was thistreteship, and nothing very

surprising about it. And, as you know, nobody eatked about those things,
or only very much, | mean, privately.

GREENE: On the QT, right?

ALSOP: On the QT; | never mention it to a livingusoutside my own family.
GREENE: It is kind of unfortunate to have it draggmit across the front page.
ALSOP: Well, 1 think it's awful, | think it's perfetly awful.

GREENE: Unnecessary, it serves absolutely no perpos

ALSOP: I mean, President Kennedy had an extrenwtypticated love life, and |
don’t want to hear
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about it on the front page.
GREENE: Well, you have, though.
ALSOP: Oh, no, I haven't, my dear. [Laughter] Ttsatjuite incorrect.

GREENE: Well, some of it.



ALSOP: No, no.

GREENE: Is that right?

ALSOP: Oh, no. You haven’t even begun to scratelh sirface. And not even scratch
it. And I'm not going to talk about it, either, ftnis damn tape recorder. So
there we are. Now | think we might have a drink &rdet about it. And I'm

going to go and take a nap.
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[END OF INTERVIEW - RFK #3, 10/29/79]
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