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by Adalbert de Segonzac

For the John F. Kennedy Library

Mr. Adalbert de Segonzac: This is a recording of Nerve Alphand, Ambassador to the
United States. Interview made by Mr. Adalbert dg@eac.

SEGONZAC: Mr. Ambassador, you knew President Kegnesty well. | wonder what
sort of memory you have of the first encountee{ihst meeting--you had
with the President when he was still a Senator.

ALPHAND: I think the first meeting took place attlend of 1956 or maybe the
beginning of 1957. | remember that it was at the ef the joint meeting
of the Senate and the House, and | was abouate hen | saw a young

man talking to a congressman | knew--Represent&limed of Pennsylvania [Daniel

John Flood], who wore a long black mustache sudhe&rench used to have at the

beginning of the century, and jokingly this youngmrsaid to Congressman Flood, “But |

recognized you--you are the French Ambassadorfddt it was Senator Kennedy who
jokingly said that to Representative Flood. | idimoed myself to prove that the present

French Ambassador had not an Adolphe Menjou mustadiat is my recollection of my

first meeting with Senator Kennedy. We laughed tiogleand from the beginning we

became friends.

SEGONZAC: During his tenure as Senator, there wesments of difficulty between
the Senator and France. For example, over Algenen he made the



speech on the Algerian question, which was bagtigived in France. | am
sure that on this occasion and later on you must had other meetings with him?

ALPHAND: Yes, itis true. That’s when he was Sematonet him at various dinners
and parties and especially, as you mentioned, thitespeech he made in
Algeria in July 1957.

[-1-]

You remember in this speech he suggested thabthgan of independence for Algeria
should be settled and implemented through thenmadrary of NATO, or the United
Nations, or even the good offices of Tunisia or btmo. This speech had then a
tremendous impact on the French public opiniorsked Senator Kennedy if he would
lunch with me at the French Embassy to have a fralikkabout his views on Algeria. |
did not oppose the substance of his speech--1 tieaidlea of giving independence to
Algeria--but | told him that the method suggesteaswot, in our view, appropriate. It
was up to France really, and to France alone, t@ldeabout when and how to give
independence to Algeria. It was a very difficulblplem involving risks, very serious
risks, of civil war in France itself at a time whee had a series of very weak French
governments. The solution could not be imposeduimview, from outside. | said frankly
to him that the method suggested could be very fuhiton French-United States relations
in trying to press us and to over-simplify tal€fidiilties. His answer was very clear. He
said that maybe | was right and, in fact, he didafter that, make any reference to his
speech and to the idea and to the method it sugjesstcept in two brief occasions later.
Actually, France did what Senator Kennedy had ssitggein his speech. But France did
it only, thanks to the strong leadership of GendeaGaulle [Charles de Gaulle] and
without civil war. Very often President Kennedydahe of afterwards that he approved
of the French policy of self-determination for Afgeand also of the method that has
been used by General de Gaulle. He said to mehtbainited States didn’t want to
interfere in any way with this process. Maybe #titude which was, in my view, a very
wise one was, to a certain extent, the resultetalk we had had together at that time.

SEGONZAC: Mr. Ambassador, then through further gegau still saw him often as
President. What would be interesting, | think, dsrwould be at this stage
to know--what was your first contact with him orlde. Kennedy became

President of the United States.

ALPHAND: | have a very vivid memory of this firsbatact. He asked me to meet him
at the White House. It was on the 10th of Febru®§1--a few days after
his inauguration--and his first words were to egsrthe hope of a very

close relationship with France. He told me, “Yoa #re first Ambassador that | am

calling to visit me in the White House. The subgeat our conversation were more or
less those that we could discuss today. | remethiaéthe first one was Laos. | stressed
the necessity for the restoration of peace in Lhsaid to him that France was in favor of



the establishment of a tripartite neutral governinugler Prince Souvanna Phouma. Mr.
Kennedy
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at the time was hesitating. The policy of the pderd administration was not at all the
same as the one we were advocating. The previdicy peas a policy of assistance to
the right wing represented by Phoumi, but | rementiheat a few weeks later--exactly on
the 26th of March 1961--1 had to deliver to thedttent a message from General de
Gaulle on the subject. The President asked mdrndjm at the Andrews airport--he had
just had a meeting with Mr. Macmillan [Maurice Hafdacmillan] in Florida, and we
discussed the matter in the car coming from Andrawsort to Washington. And then he
was convinced--he told me that he didn’'t want t® the United States involved in a war
in the jungles of Laos or Indo-China as a wholewds convinced and he thought the
best possible solution for the time being, waslydalhave this tripartite government--
this neutral government--under the head of Souv&hmauma. | think it was the
beginning of the negotiation’s which took place3aneva, leading to the Accord that
was signed about Laos.

Another subject that we discussed this very dayuoffirst meeting was the
Congo. | said to him that France was very skeptbalut the possibilities of the UN
action in the Congo, that General de Gaulle wdavor of a concerted effort of the
Western powers to help the Congo unify its govemmaad its army--its military forces.
| must admit that on that day Mr. Kennedy was ndavor of such a solution; he was, on
the contrary, willing to continue the efforts oktlunited Nations in the Congo.

We spoke also of a very important--probably evememmportant subject--which
was the tripartite cooperation: | mean the coopandietween France, the United States
and the United Kingdom, to coordinate their pobkgitheir diplomatic actions, and their
strategy. | explained to him that it had been egdas a memorandum addressed in
September 1958 by the French Government to the iBareGovernment: Our view was
that these three countries, because they possessyidifferent degrees some kind of
atomic power, and also because they have by toadiby history asort of World interest
everywhere--these three countries had really ttotigoordinate their actions. We didn’t
want to create what was called by the press actlirate”--a body that would impose
their will to others--it was not at all our view-enaccepted also that on any subject the
other interested countries should be brought indmgussions. Although Mr. Kennedy
was not entirely negative, he couldn’t give me angnediate answer to the question. A
new conversation took place on this very subjeduine 1961 between President
Kennedy and General de Gaulle and then great

[-3-]

hopes were raised at the time--that this problemnigdrtite cooperation could be solved.
Unfortunately these hopes never materialized. Wk biacourse, a few meetings
between the Secretary of State, the British Amlzhgsand myself to try to organize the
cooperation between the three main powers of thet W, in fact, what President de



Gaulle proposed--real organization of the diplomatd strategic actions of these three
powers--unfortunately in my view, never materiatize

The same day, Mr. Kennedy talked to me about Afrite said that he recognized
the immense progress made in the former Frencm@adpthanks to the policy of
decolonization; that he had full confidence in ¢ineat plan for emancipation and free
cooperation with the former colonial power, and twanted to avoid creating any
new centers of Cold War in Africa. He, therefor@asventirely confident of the action
of France in these former French territories. Hated also to coordinate with us the
help given by the United States to former Frendbrdes and said to me that American
assistance will be just in addition to what Frarmefree agreements, was ready to do to
help these countries. I think this has been thetemr policy of his Administration and
still is the policy of the US Administration.

To conclude about this first meeting, | think thatould say that | found it
extremely frank, and | thought that the Presideas extremely easy to talk with. Of
course, there were some oppositions of views dricesubjects, but it was very clear
that we had a common will to make our alliancersgrd must add that it was very easy
to see him, to talk to him. Actually, at the endtué conversation he told me, “When you
want to see me, just call Mr. O’'Donnell [Kennethd®Donnell] or call me directly on
the phone.” After that, | must say that | saw himrenthan twenty times for long and
sometimes difficult discussions in the White Hoasat Palm Beach or Glen Ora and
other places.

SEGONZAC: It would be interesting, Mr. Ambassadirthis stage, for you to say how
you could define the person who was Mr. Kennedlgatwsort of man was
he--how did he feel--what his reactions were hkew did he impress

you.

ALPHAND: It would be difficult to make a brief sunmary of the extraordinary
qualities of President Kennedy. President Kenrfedy/so many. It would
be difficult to decide what was

[-4-

his major one and give a complete picture. If | mag an image, | would say that he was
born under the Zodiac sign of Gemini at the enthefmonth of May. If you believe in
astrology, the Gemini type enjoys qualities whiok entirely contradictory. For instance,
John Kennedy could be at the sane time extremglyagd even teasing and yet very
serious. He could at the same moment display résnland reservation as he did during
the Cuban Crisis of October 1962. He was a vengpainan and sometime he could be
quick-tempered. He was very simple and very compteke same time.

In our conversations, | always found him readtehs to try to understand my
point of view. He had an enormous memory of fastigures, of history, he had
complete knowledge of the problems he had to dssdues had a will to achieve for is
country and for the world a great design, to betiver words, a great President. He had a
clear vision of the future and above all a desiravoid war, to talk not only with his



friends but with his enemies, but with no sign dfawis called “appeasement.” And |
think all these qualities combined were certaihly ingredients of greatness.

SEGONZAC: Mr. Ambassador, of course, problems ahEe were raised between you-
-the relations between France and the United Statere raised many
times between you and President Kennedy. Whatdwat say was the

feeling of President Kennedy towards France--tow&dneral de Gaulle?

ALPHAND: He thought that harmonious relations beswéJS and France were a
fundamental element of world equilibrium. He knErance as a boy. He
came to France for his holidays--the south of Eearand he knew France

also through his wife--Jacqueline made many, mepg to Paris. | know that Jacqueline

helped him very much to understand France. Shes|Bvance--she has French blood--
she speaks our language very well and she asketbhi@ad the memoirs of General de

Gaulle. I think her influence was extremely effidi@s far as Franco-American relations

were concerned.

President Kennedy had a great admiration for Getger Gaulle, and this was a
reciprocal feeling. The relations were extremelgdjavhen he visited him in Paris in
May 1961. As | said, great hopes of understandiagewaised at the time and after that;
there was an extremely important exchange of kttdrmessages of all sorts between
our two presidents. Of course, we had differend¢egpmion
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on many subjects, but there was no differenceiotyme between us and this we saw
especially in the time of great crises; for insigrbe time of the Cuban Crisis and the
time of the Berlin Crisis when General de Gaulld #re French people as a whole were
entirely on the side of the American policy and deeisions taken by the President of the
United States. | think Mr. Kennedy realized whatr@ng ally was France in time of big
crises.

SEGONZAC: Mr. Ambassador, you have talked of tigt fneeting with the President
and what were the subjects raised. During theywdaee years you had
occasions to meet him you raised many subjeasld3/ou give us more

details of what type of subjects you talked aborit Wim and can you expand a little bit

on those subjects. How was he reacting to whawyene saying--what was he saying to
you?

ALPHAND: I think our main subject of discussion waertainly what was called in the
press--although he never used the expressiorelitaiss “great design”--
about the organization of the Western world--thatins a unified Europe

including Great Britain--coupled with an Atlantissaciation or “partnership,” as he said,

between this unified Europe and the United St&ésourse, from the beginning, | said
to him in our conversation that we thought thatasiritain was not ready, for obvious
reasons, to be a part of a united Europe and edlyeai the Common Market, on



account of her ties with the Commonwealth, andBR&A countries, and also of her
special relationship with the United States. Butlmmother hand, we were ready to
continue to unify Europe | the framework of the and to have the best possible
relations between this Europe, Great Britain amrdUhited States especially in the trade
field. We were ready to discuss what was callecKiwenedy Round--if concessions were
balanced and non-discriminatory, and | think it waactly what he had in mind. All this
appeared, | think, clearly in the press conferenade by General de Gaulle on the 14th
of January, 1963, and | must admit that this pcessgerence created between us a certain
coolness for a certain time.

We discussed also President Kennedy’s offer tader@o participate together
with Great Britain in the Nassau agreement. | rets&mguite well our conversation on
this subject on his yacht, théoney Fitz, at Palm Beach on the 29th of December 1962.
In fact, President Kennedy then told me he wasyéadffer France the same conditions
that were accepted
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by Great Britain, that the United States would jtews with Polaris missiles without
atomic warheads--that we would have therefore tll lourselves the warheads and the
submarines--the atomic submarines--second, thaé tteeces should be integrated units
put at the disposal of NATO except if we considdiret some supreme national interest
would be at stake and in that case we could ddoidse ourself--to defend this interest--
our independent atomic force. | must say that ftbenbeginning in this meeting in Palm
Beach | gave him no illusion about the French iieact told him that | thought that we
were not able, technically and financially, to bulluclear warheads that would be
adaptable to Polaris missiles--American Polarissités--nor the submarines that could
carry these missiles. | stressed that we wantéadve an independent nuclear force--that
we could not and would not depend on anybody femttoduction of our weapons but, of
course, we were ready to study with him--with thated States and Great Britain--the
way, when the time would come, to coordinate ouy veodest atomic force with the
American and the British forces in case of a commamger. | think that the President
understood me at the time and later he said té®dore Minister and to myself that he
accepted the existence of the French atomic faa@srt of fait accomplHe didn’t like

it but he accepted it. Of course, that meant thabée was not in a position to adhere to
the atomic test ban treaty--the Moscow treaty: veeemot able to join this agreement on
partial ban of atomic test in the atmosphere bexausstill had to make a few of these
atomic tests to build our atomic force. Mr. Kenngldhink, accepted this position and he
also understood that we were not in favor of peodfion of nuclear weapons--that, in
particular, we were not ready to give to anybody-ihstance, the Germans--what we
had done in this field.

Another subject of constant discussion was Beaitid this was connected with the
general attitude of the West vis-a-vis Soviet RusSin Berlin we were in fundamental
agreement. We were in agreement to defend oursrighte present in Berlin and of free
access to the city of Berlin and not to make amcession on these rights. But President
Kennedy was very anxious to talk with the Russeimsut the possibility of improving



the present situation. | was instructed to explaihim our position on this, which was a
position of tactics. We thought in the presentestdttension between the East and the
West, it was not good to take the initiative okiag) with the Russians because that could
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appear to them as a sign of weakness. We knewwatyhat it was not weakness from
his side--from the United States side--that thisnty would remain firm in its
commitments, but Moscow could believe that the Whaght grant certain, concessions
that, in fact, the United States and ourselves @bsolutely not ready to make. That
might create, therefore, grave miscalculationshenpart of the Soviets. In fact, we had
to suffer many crises in Berlin and the firm atiéuof the Western powers was such that
the status quo was kept. But | am not sure thaRtesians didn’t make these
miscalculations about our will to resist and thiahight not have been the source of what
they tried to do, with no success at all, in Cdbajnstance. Very soon, of course, they
saw that it was a mistake, that President Kennea/resolute and not ready to accept
any concession either on the European front oherCaribbean front. Such were the
main subjects of our discussions.

SEGONZAC: Mr. Ambassador, there are now divergentesews between France and
the United States over Indo-China and Vietnam.I€gau tell us if you
talked about this with the President, which yoraialy did, and when

you started talking about it with him, which is iorpant?

ALPHAND: It was in June of 1961 in Paris. At thathé President Kennedy was

visiting France and had a long thorough talk v@gmneral de Gaulle.

General de Gaulle told him that in his view trghtipolicy for Southeast
Asia and especially for Vietnam, Laos, Cambodias weafind a political solution and by
that he meant a solution of a neutral status, iedéent from the West and from the
Chinese or the Russians. President Kennedy dishgregely with the views expressed
by General de Gaulle. He said that he had a fe@oaimunist contamination of the
entire Southeast Asian region and that the UnitateS had to stay there. General de
Gaulle said then that for the time being he wowtexpress publicly his position, but
would reserve his right to support publicly one dag policy of neutrality for Southeast
Asia. In fact, that was not done until August 19BG@t | wanted to stress that this view of
France about the possible solution of Southeastrdsioblems was put to the President
of the United States in the middle of 1961.

SEGONZAC: Were the views of France toward China that in the same way in front
of President Kennedy much earlier than they dfigicame out?
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ALPHAND: No. In fact, we didn’t talk to him at letiy about China. He talked only
once about China--I remember it was at the Whitedé after a charming



dinner--in January 1963, with Andre Malraux, ounidter of State for
Cultural Affairs. The President expressed the \ieat the Chinese question was much
more important than our minor differences inside \WWestern world. At that time he
already feared that the first atomic explosion-elNd say device of China should occur
in 1964 or 1965. And then, he said, “What will weetlen?” He stressed that there were
two different opinions in the United States--sonmerevin favor of patience and even said
that the USSR might then join the NATO, that aétiérthe fact to explode a bomb would
not mean for a long time that China would becomeahdanger. The other school of
thought was favoring immediate action--if not, tisay, there will be a danger of seeing
China becoming a nuclear power by 1970. Presidennkdy didn’t give his own views
about these two possibilities. | remember that Mialraux said that our information was
a little different from the one the United Statesihthat he didn’t fear a first atomic blast
by China for a certain number of years. Also hessted the point that to make a first
atomic explosion would not mean that China shoel@it atomic power for a long time.
As far as | remember, it is the only occasion wiverdiscussed China We didn’t even
discuss, for instance, the recognition of Chindtgnce.

SEGONZAC: France has shown recently interest imL&merica. This is also a subject
which | am certain was discussed between the d&mesand yourself all
through those years.

ALPHAND: Certainly. And also during that conferertmetween General de Gaulle and
President Kennedy in June 1961, this problem a@ed by the President
of the United States himself. He said to the Galrtbiat the traditional ties

between France and Latin America were very usefulife United States and that he

would be very happy to see French influence iner@asatin America so as to reinforce
their links with Europe as a whole. General de (&@a@cognized, of course, the primacy
of the United States in Latin America in mattenwdtter of trade, of defense, etc.--but he
said that it would be extremely important that EFagrshould also do something. We
would have to coordinate our efforts inside Eurdpéhelp the Latin American countries,
so that what we would do would be to complemenintlagor program of assistance by
the United States. Very often
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we spoke with your President of this conversataiar, and | am sure that his suggestion
was in the mind of the President of the French Repwhen he went to Mexico, for
instance, and later visited ten South American tries

SEGONZAC: Mr. Ambassador, could you tell us youpimssions and what was talked
about in your very last meeting with the Presi@ent

ALPHAND: My last official conversation with the Paielent was on the 7th of October
1963, with our Foreign Minister, Mr. Couve de Milie; | must say, that



all subjects affecting Franco-American relatioreyevdiscussed at length
in the course of this conversation: the organizatibEurope and the links with the
United States; the Franco-German cooperation ttbatyPresident Kennedy approved
entirely--because, said he, “American boys wentéwo Europe on account of German
aggressions and it was a fundamental thing tosseew friendship established between
France and Germany.” We discussed the future of ®Adnd on this occasion Mr.
Couve de Murville told him that the assistancehef alliance was not under discussion,
that the alliance was indispensable, but that wghtrtiave to discuss later the “structure
of the alliance, because circumstances are conhptlifeerent now from what they were
when NATO was born. We discussed the general itledetente,” of relaxation of
tension between East and West; we discussed, odeaine Kennedy Round and
repeated that France was in favor of reducing afff if that could be done in a
harmonious way so as to have reciprocal concessimdiscussed also, because it was
very much in the mind of the President at the tithe,position of the dollar and the US
balance of payments.

| remember quite well what was the conclusion reisRlent Kennedy after our
long talk. He said, “After all, there is a real tmamy between our two countries--much
greater than it appears when you read the pressi'ha said to Mr. Couve de Murville,
“I will tell that in my speeches.”--speeches thatartunately he had no occasion to
deliver. That was my last, | would say, “officiaibnversation with the President.

Then | remember my last personal meeting with hitmsas on the 23rd of
October 1963, therefore less than a month befarérélyic event of Dallas. It was at a
small dinner at the White House. We were eightggtoer--it was a very gay dinner. |
remember Franklin Roosevelt was there and othemds, and after dinner the President
told me with a smile,
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“Don’t you think that General de Gaulle needs tegkan atmosphere of some tension
between France and the United States to pursuanmgoolicy of independence?”
“Certainly not, Mr. President,” | said, “The key wds of French policy were ‘alliance’
and ‘independence,’ because a free and resporadiplis much more useful, even if it is
more difficult, than an obedient servant or an édetdprotégé.” The President agreed
and thought that our differences were more on nitlamd tactics than on substance. He
spoke very highly of General de Gaulle and wantesee him next February. That had
not been completely agreed upon, but he thougplaacks where he could meet him, he
thought of Hyannis Port as a sort of American “Qalbey-les-Deux-Eglises.”

To conclude our conversation today, my dear Adaltbevould say that very
often | heard General de Gaulle say, “I understaresident Kennedy’s stand. If | were
in his position, | would act like him.” And he weaferring specifically to the atomic
policy of the United States. And, likewise, veryesf President Kennedy used to tell me,
“If I were the President of the French Republishould probably act like General de
Gaulle.” I hope that these two remarks of our gleatlers will help French and
American opinions to better understand our possti@emetimes different. The
differences are real, they are not dramatic, ancg the will of President Kennedy to try



to reduce them to a minimum and to emphasize thegimental agreement existing on
the really vital issues.

SEGONZAC: Thank you very much, Mr. Ambassador.
[-11-]

[END OF INTERVIEW]
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