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Oral History Interview 
 

with 
 

ANTONIO CARRILLO FLORES 
 

July 2, 1969 
Mexico City, Mexico 

 
By Dennis O’Brien 

 
For the John F. Kennedy Library 

 
 
CARRILLO:   Well, Mr. O’Brien, according to your wishes I’m going to speak in 

English, so first of all I want to apologize for my bad English.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Senor, you may do this in Spanish.  
 
CARRILLO:   In Spanish?  
 
O’BRIEN:   We can transcribe it in Spanish.  
 
CARRILLO:   All right, all right. Then I’d better do it in Spanish. You follow 

Spanish, no? 
 
O’BRIEN:   Not very well.  
 
CARRILLO:   Well, then I’ll do it in English. I’ll do it in English.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Oh, thank you.  
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CARRILLO:   Because I think that if….The only thing that I would then ask you is 
that if in any moment you frankly believe that what I have said is not 
clear, then you ask me to repeat. And then I’ll use Spanish for that  

part, to make it clear.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Si. Si.  
 
CARRILLO:   Well, I think that the only real contribution that I can make to this 

project is to give you, Mr. O’Brien, as I’ll do, a copy of my own 
reports of the conversations that President Kennedy [John F. Kennedy]  

had with President López Mateos [Adolfo López Mateos] when President Kennedy visited  
Mexico on the 29th and 30th of June, 1962. As in all the meetings between heads of states,  
some of the most important things that were talked about in those meetings did not appear in  
the joint communiqué. This is not a secret; this is a fact. So immediately after these meetings,  
on the second of July—that is only forty-eight hours after President Kennedy’s visit to  
Mexico—I put all my recollections about everything that was said in this document of  
twenty-four pages. And I’m not going to read it, but I’m going to give a copy of it to you. I  
do it because I think that it is important that what was said between Presidents Kennedy and  
López Mateos be known in the future by the historians, as you say, and by your scholars.  
 I am a Mexican. I am a friend of the United States. And I think that one of the real 
problems between the two countries is the diffidence that Mexicans have regarding the 
United States; that is something normal, as the Guatemalans have regarding us. The first time 
that the President of Mexico met with the President of the United States was in 1911 when 
President Díaz [Porfirio Díaz]— Díaz, as you say—met with President Taft [William H. 
Taft]; and now, almost sixty years after, it is still a mystery what they talked when they met. 
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 So I think that I am making a small contribution when I give you this document 
where future historians and scholars will find everything that was said. I don’t think that it 
would be appropriate if this paper be known today, but I say ten years hence, beginning 
in1980, I don’t think that it will be any problem whatsoever if this paper is known by 
historians and scholars. And I don’t think that this paper will have any importance at all in 
evaluating the policies of President Kennedy regarding the world, but it will have, I believe, 
some importance in evaluating the policies of President Kennedy regarding Latin America 
and particularly regarding Mexico. So, very happily, I give you this paper so that it will form 
part of the library where all the papers of President Kennedy are kept and be used by any 
historian or any scholar beginning in 1980.  
 
O’BRIEN:   All right. Thank you very much. I’m sure that that will be a very 

valuable contribution to the Kennedy Library and to the understanding 
of United States-Mexican relations. Mr. Minister, could we discuss  

some of your impressions about Washington and about your tenure as Ambassador to the  
United States from the Republic of Mexico? 
 



CARRILLO:   Yes, yes. I was Ambassador in Washington from January 1959 to 
November 1964, so I had the honor of representing my country with 
three American President: President Eisenhower [Dwight D.  

Eisenhower], President Kennedy, and the first year of President Johnson [Lyndon B.  
Johnson]. I understand that this project is relating exclusively with President Kennedy, so I  
will restrict all my remarks and my opinions to the period of President Kennedy. First of all, I  
want to tell you that, as many residents in Washington, when I arrived in 1959 there were not  
very many people who thought that Senator Kennedy in those days would be able to win the  
Democratic nomination or that, if he won the Democratic nomination, that he would be able  
to win the election. Most of my friends, because it happened that they were either  
Republicans (I was serving during a Republican administration) or if they were Democrats  
were friends of Senator Johnson (I am a good friend of the Johnsons and I have always been)  
they thought that the handicap of Senator Kennedy’s religion was too great to be overcome.  
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 And that was the report that I made to the Mexican government in those days. Most 
of the people with whom I talked recalled the experience of 1924 when Mr. Al Smith [Alfred 
E. Smith] had been badly defeated—1928; I’m wrong, 1928—but to the surprise of many of 
my friends, Senator Kennedy won the nomination. I happened to be a very good friend, in 
fact, a client—not personally but as a government—of an attorney in Washington, Mr. 
Chapman [Oscar L. Chapman], who used to be Secretary of Interior under President Truman 
[Harry S. Truman] and who was the manager of the candidacy of Senator Johnson. So it was 
a surprise for him and for many of us when Senator Johnson accepted the nomination for 
Vice President.  
 I had only known Senator Kennedy when we both attended one of the famous 
Gridiron Dinners in Washington. You are familiar with those dinners?  
 
O’BRIEN:   Yes.  
 
CARRILLO:   But then that was a very brief introduction, so practically I didn’t 

know him until he was elected and he was sworn in on January of 
1961, but I had the opportunity of becoming acquainted with him very  

soon after he took over. He told me about his interest in Mexico, his desire to come to  
Mexico. We developed—what I can say—it was not a deep friendship; I have to say I was  
never an intimate friend of President, or a close friend of President Kennedy, as I consider I  
was of President Johnson. I feel that I was a close friend of President Johnson; I was never a  
very close friend of President Kennedy. But anyhow, I admire, as many people, his style, his  
optimism.  
 I remember that when Robert Frost died, knowing as I knew his close friendship with 
Robert Frost, who had been, as you remember, at the Inauguration—he read that famous 
poem—so I sent him a wire of condolence. And he answered, when I met him a few days 
after that, he said, “I never thought that a Mexican Ambassador was going to send me a 
message of condolence on Robert Frost. That was the only message of condolence that I 



received from an Ambassador, but I liked it very much.” And I said, “Well, we have spiritual 
values; we admire spiritual values very much.” 
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 He, immediately after taking over, as you remember, started his program, Alliance for 
Progress. I think that that was a far-reaching project that was fundamentally sound, because 
that program recognized the necessity of modernizing social, political, and economic 
structures in Latin America. I think, nevertheless, speaking very frankly, that he made a 
mistake, and I say this very sadly. He made the mistake of appointing a former high official 
of Puerto Rico, Teodoro Moscoso, as the first administrator of the Alliance for Progress. Mr. 
Moscoso is a man of many outstanding qualifications.  I think that his appointment was a 
mistake because even if nobody can deny that Puerto Rico has profited very much by the fact 
that it can send to the United States all its goods—I mean, it’s part of the United States 
economically—the price that Puerto Rico has paid is its sovereignty. I mean, Puerto Rico has 
improved its standard of living, paying as a price its independence.  
 And I think that that was a great failure of President Kennedy, not feeling that if a 
typical Latin American has to choose between a higher standard of living without 
sovereignty and a lower standard of living as an independent country, a Latin American will 
always decide to be independent at the lower standard of living. So to choose a Puerto Rican 
to head the Alliance for Progress, I think that it was a serious mistake. I’m sorry to say it, but 
you told me in your letter that you wanted frank opinions and not only eulogies.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Yes. You have been a longtime advocate of a major economic program 

for Latin America.  
 
CARRILLO:   Yes.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Were you consulted during the period of the late 1950’s and between 

the election in the United States and the Inauguration on your ideas on 
a major economic program for Latin America?  
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CARRILLO:   No. You mean if I was consulted by Senator Kennedy as President-

elect? No. None whatsoever. I was consulted before and after. I mean, 
I think that the American government was interested in my views  

regarding Latin America while under President Truman, under President Eisenhower and  
under President Kennedy and under President Johnson, but not in the interim period after the  
election. No. I had a book that I cherish very much dedicated to me by Mr. Rostow [Walt  
Whitman Rostow], for example, in which he says—the name of the book is View From the  
Seventh Floor, the seventh floor in the State Department—he says, “To Antonio Carrillo  
Flores, consultant of the two governments of Mexico and the United States.” And I think that  
I always expressed my views. I expressed my views on several problems immediately after  
President Kennedy took over. You remember that in the weeks immediately after the  



Inauguration President Kennedy decided to create a task force under the leadership, or  
chairmanship, of a former New Dealer.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Mr. Berle [Adolf A. Berle, Jr.]  
 
CARRILLO:   That’s correct, Mr. Berle. I had several talks with Mr. Berle, and I 

gave him several suggestions. One concrete suggestion that I gave to 
him—I’m not sure that I would repeat the suggestion today, but that  

was a suggestion I gave him in those days—was that the United States should give  
preference to Latin America in the American market and that as a compensation for that the  
Latin American countries would take the commitment of buying in equal conditions and in  
equal circumstances the capital goods that they need in the United States. Now I am  
absolutely sure that this opinion would be very much criticized in Latin America, but I have  
to admit that it was an idea that I gave, some preference for Latin America in the United  
States market for its products.  
 
O’BRIEN:   There was a great fear at that time of the Common Market.  
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CARRILLO:   That is correct. I thought that the European Common Market was a 
reality, that the countries of Europe were giving, and still are giving, 
preferences to the former colonies that they had, so these countries,  

especially African countries, had preference in Europe and the possibility of selling their  
products in the United States market on equal conditions with Latin America. So I thought  
that it was only fair that if the African countries had preference in Europe that the Latin  
American countries should have some preference in the United States. I talked about this idea  
during the Eisenhower Administration with Mr. Douglas Dillon [C. Douglas Dillon], who  
was Under Secretary of State, and then I presented a memorandum to Mr. Berle, but  
fortunately nothing of that kind was done because when I came back to Mexico after the end  
of my tenure as Ambassador, I found that this idea was very unpopular in Mexico, as it is all  
over Latin America.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Well, did President Kennedy or any of the members of his 

Administration urge Mexico to join and participate within the Latin 
American Free Trade Association which was formed after… 

 
CARRILLO:   No. No. I think that the free trade zone in Latin America was an idea 

that started in Latin America, started in what we call the Cono Sur, the 
southern part of South America. Mexico had supported this idea, but  

was not a leader of the idea. And the reason is very clear, Mr. O’Brien. If you look at the  
statistics of our trade, between 65 to 70 per cent of our trade is with the United States. Now,  
our trade with Latin America is about 3 per cent, but in 1960 I don’t think that it was more  
than 1 per cent of 1 ½ per cent. So for us trade with Latin America was more a question of  
political solidarity than an economic need. The equation is completely different in some  



countries in South America. 
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 My frank impression, that I can tell for the guidance of future historians, is that when 
President López Mateos in 1960 decided to make his trip to South America, that was a very 
shrewd, intelligent move; he had the need of presenting something to the Mexican people as 
the result of his trip, so he decided that Mexico should join the free trade zone. But, and this I 
have said publicly recently, I think that when Mexico joined the free trade zone, we 
overlooked certain difficulties that we are facing now. But I give my testimony that the 
United States government neither encouraged nor discouraged Mexico to join the Latin 
American free trade zone.  
 
O’BRIEN:   At that time, Mr. Minister, I understand a major problem in U.S.-

Mexican relations… 
 
CARRILLO:   Was Cuba.  
 
O’BRIEN:  …was Cuba, as well as commodity prices. And I think perhaps both of 

these would be rather important for future historians.  
 
CARRILLO:   Well, it is true that the problem of commodity prices has always been 

important, but if I am going to say the whole truth as I see it, it has 
been for Mexico less serious than for other developing countries.  

When the United Nations—because this is not a Latin American complaint; this is a  
complaint of all the underdeveloped or developing nations—decided to establish a group to  
study this problem, we had a meeting under the sponsorship of the United Nations precisely  
in the days that preceded the Inauguration of President Kennedy—I mean January of 1961.  
There was a report of a group that I was part of after that a meeting under the sponsorship of  
the Organization of American States. This second meeting took place a few months after that.  
When the statistics were presented, it was clear that Mexico had not suffered substantially  
any great fluctuation of prices, so therefore I say that this is more a political banner, a  
political thesis, but that regarding Mexico, because of the diversification of our economy and  
because of our diversification of our exports, this problem has not injured us as much as it  
has injured other countries.  
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  Nevertheless, there were two trade problems in which we were very much interested, 
but if I am going to be again absolutely frank, the crisis on the two problems came before 
President Kennedy took over. The number one was the cotton problem; the number two was 
the metal problem, concretely, the zinc and lead problem. 
 In the case of the cotton, we thought that it was very unfair that the United States was 
supporting the uneconomic production of cotton and paying subsidies to the American cotton 
to be exported to Europe and to Japan. We always thought that if the Latin American 



countries, or in general the underdeveloped countries, were going to get an opportunity to 
compete, the only field in which we could compete realistically was in the area of basic or 
primary products. We can never compete with the United States in selling steel in the world 
markets or in selling electronics or all these sophisticated products. We can sell what we 
produce.  
 So this was our point of view, and I presented it in a meeting of the United States 
Foreign Trade Council in New York. We said, “If the only way out that we have is the export 
of raw materials—that is a very bad way out because we didn’t want to be permanently 
exporters of primary goods—at least we’d think that we deserve to compete with the United 
States and the other industrialized nations in equal terms; but if, to compete with the 
producers of cotton in the United States, we’re going to compete with producers that are 
getting a subsidy of four or five cents a pound, that is unfair.” 
 I remember the day I presented my credentials to President Eisenhower. I knew that 
he was a golfer. I said, “Mr. President, you are a golfer. What if you believed you were going 
to play with Sam Snead (Sam Snead was the top golfer of these days), and instead of Sam 
Snead giving strokes to you, you were going to give strokes to Sam Snead?” And he laughed. 
That’s our case. It will be understandable that the Mexican producers receive a subsidy to 
export all their cotton, but the case is that they have to compete with the producers of cotton 
in the most advanced country in the world, and the producers that are getting this subsidy are 
not the producers of the poor country, are the producers of the rich country. That was the 
case of cotton. 
 The case of lead and zinc are different, but was also a case in which restrictions were 
going to be put on lead and zinc. And these two problems were serious problems, but,  
 

[-9-] 
 

as I told you before, the crisis in both took place before President Kennedy took over. I really 
can’t recall that during the presidency of President Kennedy these two problems were as 
serious as they were before he took over.  
 The serious problem was Cuba. Cuba was our most serious problem under President 
Kennedy. And in this paper that I am giving to you, you will see that from the twenty-four 
pages at least eight or nine had to do with the conversations the Presidents had about Cuba 
and the insistence of President Kennedy trying to convince President López Mateos to break 
diplomatic relations with Cuba, to isolate Cuba.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Mr. Minister, Mexico has been traditionally committed to the Estrada 

Doctrine, haven’t they?  
 
CARRILLO:   Yes, yes.  The Estrada Doctrine, in fact, has not much to do with the 

problem of Cuba. The Estrada Doctrine only says that we don’t accept 
the doctrine of recognition, we don’t think that any country has the  

right either to recognize or not to recognize another government. In the case of Cuba, the  
questions involved were, in our view, first, the principle of self-determination….Cuba had  
gone socialist, had gone communist. We are not a communist country, as you know, but we  
thought that if Cuba either decided or accepted to be communist that no other country had the  



right to impose on Cuba a different regime. And second, it was—and again I’m speaking  
very frankly—for us a domestic political problem. Any government in Mexico that wants to  
be respected by the Mexican people must show independence in front of the United States— 
not necessarily opposition, but independence.  
 So if Cuba was a Latin American country, if Cuba was undergoing a deep social 
revolution, we thought that we cannot condemn the effort of the Cubans to undergo that 
revolution because you know that we, in a sense, have passed through a similar process. We 
also had a revolution; we also had been condemned by the United States, not as a communist 
because the word used in those days was “Bolshevik.” Secretary of State Kellogg [Frank B. 
Kellogg] in 1925 said, “Mexico is on trial; Mexico is a Bolshevik country.” So we had 
suffered very much because of that. We were completely alone during that period.  
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So we are morally and politically committed to our own people that in Latin America we 
must defend the right of any Latin American country to follow its own course even if we 
don’t agree with that course. As that famous saying that you have—I don’t remember the 
author of it—“I disagree with what you say, but I will die to defend your right to say what 
you are saying.” That’s our case. We have never agreed, never, with Castro [Fidel Castro], 
but we defend the right of Cuba to follow the course that they have followed.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Well, going back, Mr. Minister, a moment to the time of the Kennedy 

Administration first assuming office and then the development of the 
incident known as the Bay of Pigs, what was your own reaction and  

what was the reaction of the government of the Republic of Mexico to the Bay of Pigs?  
 
CARRILLO:   Well, that was the most difficult day of my stay in Washington. I can 

recall it very well. The Bay of Pigs—and President Kennedy 
recognized it afterwards—was the great failure and disappointment of  

his government. I remember I was having at the Mexican Embassy a reception for  
Ambassador Mann [Thomas Clifton Mann] who was coming to Mexico. I invited many  
people, but without believing that they were coming. I invited the Vice President, the  
Speaker of the House, people of that category, and we know in Washington that these people  
do not attend receptions. To my great surprise I saw all of them coming. That was April in  
1961.  
 And then Vice President Johnson told me, “Well, the President wants to talk with you 
because the problem of the Bay of Pigs is coming to the United Nations tonight.” President 
Kennedy took the phone and spoke to me and told me that it was very important for him what 
was happening in the United Nations and that he knew the position of Mexico and he didn’t 
want the support of Mexico, but at least he wanted that Mexico didn’t take a very active part 
in condemning the United States. I don’t want to go into the technical details of the thing 
because it was a question of two resolutions being submitted to the United Nations, one by 
the majority of the Latin American countries and another resolution by Mexico. The only 
thing he wanted was that the Mexican resolution that had  
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the right to be discussed first because it had been presented first, that Mexico surrender its 
rights and accept that the other resolution be presented first to the vote of the Assembly.  
 Because of many circumstances that will be very long to go into, this didn’t happen, 
and he resented that very much. He got mad with Mexico. That is true. I remember that I had 
read some literature in those days—I was an Ambassador and it was my duty to study some 
English—and I read some poems about the Irish character, and I have read about this Irish 
temperament. President Kennedy went mad with Mexico. I mean, from April or May of 1961 
practically until March of the next year he was very much hurt with Mexico because of the 
attitude of Mexico in the case of Cuba. And in those days Vice President Johnson helped us 
very much. But President Kennedy didn’t make a secret that he was very much hurt because 
of the position that Mexico had taken.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Well, Mr. Minister, did the Bay of Pigs come as a complete surprise, 

or did you have any—through perhaps Mexican intelligence—any idea 
that this was going to take place? 

 
CARRILLO:   No. Well, let me tell you this. We really don’t have foreign 

intelligence. I knew, I knew because it was not a secret that President 
Kennedy had said many times that—he said it in his Inaugural  

Address—that the presence of a communist power in Cuba was something that was not  
negotiable. We knew the precedent of 1954, what had happened Guatemala when all the  
papers showed that really the government of Guatemala was overthrown with the active  
support of the United States government, so we suspected that something of this kind was  
going to happen. But, my impression and I think that the impression of the people of the  
government in Mexico those days was this: That either the United States wasn’t going to do  
anything; or that if the United States government decided to take some action, they were  
going to take the action with all the energy and efficiency necessary to overthrow Castro. I  
remember a great Mexican politician and a former President of Mexico, a friend of mine,  
telling me, “Well, if the United States decides to produce a car, we know that they are going  
to produce a good  
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car.” But if they tell me, well, they have produced a car and now that car can’t run, that’s 
something that we couldn’t conceive.  
 It was a surprise for us that the United States made this intervention, made this 
support, but even more surprising that after they decided to intervene that they intervened in 
such an inefficient manner. Because that put us in a spot. I mean, in the United Nations we 
couldn’t do anything but to say that we couldn’t approve what had been done. I mean, 
Mexico because of its history can never say anything other than that we can never approve, 
we can never condone intervention by force in other Latin American countries, but I think 
that President Kennedy resented very much the attitude that we took.  
 



O’BRIEN:   Well, now in 1962, during the Missile Crisis, Mexico—well, as I 
understand it, President López Mateos was in the Philippines. Were 
you in Washington at the time?  

 
CARRILLO:   Yes, I was in Washington, and precisely the last part of the 

conversation that took place between the two had to do with this 
problem. We didn’t know that this question was going to happen  

because I remember President López Mateos asking me a week before President Kennedy  
was due in Mexico, he asked me, “Tell me, Ambassador”—we had been colleagues in the  
Cabinet of previous president—“what do you think that worries most President Kennedy?”  
And I said, “Mr. President, I don’t think that he really cares very much that we are, in this  
case of Cuba, supporting Cuba, because Cuba is a minor problem. Even if it’s a nuisance, it’s  
a minor problem. What I think that he worries about is that he doesn’t know how far are we  
going to go in this policy. In the case of the conflict between the United States and the Soviet  
Union, are we going as far as to be neutrals, not to speak that we are going to be in favor of  
the Soviet Union and against the United States? I think that is what worries President  
Kennedy: How far is Mexico going in this policy of supporting Cuba? Are we only  
supporting Cuba because it is a Latin American country, or we don’t care about the spread of  
communism all over the world, and in the case of the conflict between the Soviet Union and  
the United States, will we be neutral or will we even show some kind of  
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sympathy toward the Soviet Union?” 
 He said, “Well, I am not that crazy. I am not a fool. I know what are the realities.” 
“Well, if that is the case, Mr. President, why don’t you tell that frankly to President 
Kennedy?” And it’s only a page—and I’m going to read it in English, no—that last point.  
 President López Mateos said that he wanted to finish by making a solemn declaration 
in terms that the undersigned Ambassador reproduces almost verbatim, and I quote: “The 
policy that Mexico has been following in the case of Cuba, because of our respect to 
principles that are vital to us, may have created in some sectors of the Unites States doubts 
about what would be our conduct in the case of the world conflict. I want to take advantage 
of this opportunity to declare solemnly that if that conflict would come, Mexico, loyal to her 
traditions and with her thirty-five million people, will be ready to guard the back—las 
espaldas—of the United States. (In other words, you will never expect or you will never fear 
that you will be attacked through Mexico). We’ll protect the rear of the United States.”  
 Then I put here, “President Kennedy, clearly moved, said, ‘Mexico naturally will be 
ready to guard Mexico, Mexican soil, Mexican flancos. You say that you are going to protect 
our rear; we also will protect yours.’” And that was the end of the conversation, and it ended 
in a very cordial manner.  
 So when the crisis of 1962 came, President López Mateos, as you say, was in his trip 
to the Far Orient. The day in which President Kennedy made his famous public 
announcement by the radio and TV, President López Mateos was in Manila, and because of 
the difference in hours, it was 4 or 5 o’clock Manila time. The American Ambassador had 
instructions to deliver personally to President López Mateos the message, as here 



Ambassador Mann had instructions to talk with the then acting Foreign Minister (who was 
Minister Gorostiza [José Gorostiza], because the Foreign Minister, Tello [Manuel Tello 
Barraund], was with López Mateos), that a very important message was coming, a message 
that was a very serious, that couldn’t be more serious. Ambassador Mann didn’t know the 
content of the message, only said very, very serious, grave message is coming.  
 

[-14-] 
 

 The acting Minister called me. He said, “Well, do you have any idea about what 
message is coming?” And I have to confess that the Ambassadors were not in the inner 
circle. I mean, we knew at that time that something extraordinary was happening, but even 
Time magazine—the Time magazine issue of that week—mentioned Berlin as a possible 
source of crisis. So I said, “Well, there are many ideas, but I really don’t know.” Later he 
called me and said, “Well, it’s about Cuba.” So the message was delivered to the President in 
Manila.  
 The United States was very much preoccupied about the vote of Mexico. They knew 
that they were going to have any overwhelming majority of votes in the Organization of 
American States, but they wanted unanimity. I mean, they thought that if Mexico either 
abstained and much more if Mexico voted against the resolution that it would diminish very 
much the political and moral value of the resolution. So Secretary Rusk [Dean Rusk] called 
me and said, “Well, Ambassador, this is a very serious moment. I suppose that you are very 
well aware of the danger we are passing through and the importance that we attach to the 
vote of Mexico and the position of Mexico.” So I said, “Yes, I know that.” I knew this 
declaration that President López Mateos had made, so I said, “Secretary Rusk, knowing the 
thoughts of President López Mateos, I know that Mexico in a case like this will be prepared 
to support the United States. But I am not Foreign Minister; I am not the President of 
Mexico.”  
 So I called President López Mateos. This was already when President López Mateos 
was arriving in Honolulu. It was about 1 or 2 o’clock Washington time in the afternoon, 5 or 
6 o’clock Honolulu time. I called President López Mateos. He said, “Well, I am going to 
speak with Mr. Tello.” And Mr. Tello called me up a half hour after and told me, “Well, you 
may tell Secretary Rusk that we are going to vote yes on the resolution.”  
 So Mexico voted yes. We did make a reservation. We only made a declaration, at my 
suggestion, that in voting yes to the resolution that did not mean that we were going to 
contribute in case of war with either men going to fight or accepting our territory—I mean, 
American forces coming into Mexico. So we didn’t put it that way. We said that in voting 
yes we are not committing Mexico on measures that according to our constitution require the 
approval of Congress, and the resolutions that require the approval of  
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Congress were either a declaration of war or permit to accept foreign troops in Mexico or 
sending Mexican troops abroad. But we voted yes to the resolution of the Organization of 
American States.  
 



O’BRIEN:   What were your own personal feelings, Mr. Minister, during the 
Cuban Missile Crisis as to the course of action that was taken?  

 
CARRILLO:   Well, that is an interesting and difficult question. My impression is 

that President Kennedy had no other choice, more than that, I think 
that he chose the moderate course. Most of the Ambassadors that were  

gathered in the State Department that afternoon when we already knew that the problem was  
the Cuban Crisis thought that what President Kennedy was going to announce was the  
invasion of Cuba and the bombardment of Cuba; so when he only announced a blockade or a  
quarantine, we thought that in the circumstances he had taken a moderate action. That was  
the impression in those days.   
 On the other hand, the question was always open: Why the Soviet Union put the 
missiles in Cuba? Was this really a great danger? If the United States had missiles, as it had 
in those days in Turkey, why if the United States considered that she had the right to have 
missiles in Turkey, why she denies the right of the Soviet Union to have missiles in Cuba? 
Well, the answer is that the politics is not logics—I mean, there is not logics in politics—and 
the United States considers that they have the right to have security in this area.  
 I don’t know, and I will never know—perhaps my grandchildren will know—but one 
of the suggestions, you remember, one made in those days was that the United States offer as 
compensation that she, the United States, would withdraw its own missiles from Italy and 
from Turkey. The fact is that they were removed. Perhaps technical developments made it 
unnecessary to have those places in Turkey or perhaps it was something that was understood 
when the decision was taken, but I understand that for a President of the United States it was 
politically impossible to accept the presence of Soviet missiles with nuclear weapons ninety 
miles offshore of the United States. That I understand.  
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O’BRIEN:   Well, Mr. Minister, we’re about ready to run out of tape on this side. 
Would you have time to… 

 
CARRILLO:   Yes, yes, I… 
 
[BEGIN SIDE II TAPE I] 
 
CARRILLO:  …if a vote were taken about who are, in the opinion of the average 

Mexican, the American Presidents more popular, the winners 
undoubtedly will be, number one, President Roosevelt [Franklin D.  

Roosevelt]; number two, President Kennedy. I am not sure that this is a fair decision. If my  
vote would be decisive, I would say President Johnson number one and either President  
Kennedy or President Roosevelt number two, but I am a minority and my opinion is not  
representative.  
 Why President Roosevelt and President Kennedy are the only two popular presidents 
in this century? Naturally, there’s President Lincoln [Abraham Lincoln]. President Lincoln 



we love. And you know the reason we love President Lincoln; as a congressman he spoke in 
favor of Mexico in those days of war between the two countries, but that is remote history.  
 Well, I think that the reason why President Roosevelt and President Kennedy were so 
popular and are so popular now is that Mexicans, as perhaps most Latins, will pay great value 
to style, manners, courtesy, moral gestures, because as I confessed a moment ago, 
economically many things we complain about are not as important as we say that they are. 
But you’ll find that President Roosevelt agreed to revoke the clause in the Treaty of 1853 that 
granted to the United States the right to pass by the isthmus of Tehuantepec that was 
practically a mortgage on Mexican territory, and he accepted to sign a treaty saying, “Well, 
we abandon that right.” In fact, the United States was not giving up anything at all because 
that was a right that for almost a century the United States had not used because they didn’t 
need to use it. I mean, especially after the Panama Canal was built, what value did this have, 
the right to cross the isthmus? But emotionally it was very important to Mexico that that 
Treaty that we considered had diminished the sovereignty of Mexico in a vital point of 
territory was erased by President Roosevelt.  
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 The same thing was true of President Kennedy when he accepted that the Chamizal 
case be settled. And in this paper I’m leaving you is the whole story. With that wonderful 
style that he had, he told President López Mateos, “Mr. President, I am a politician from New 
England. I didn’t know anything about the Chamizal until a week ago. Furthermore, this 
problem,” he said, “arose when neither you nor I were born. So I’m ready to accept that we 
have been wrong in this problem, but fifty years have passed, new situations are created. I am 
prepared to do justice to Mexico now. Will you be willing that to accept a solution of this 
case be framed in a way that we don’t unnecessarily injure innocent people that had nothing 
to do with this problem?” And you will find the answer of my President: “Well, Mr. 
President, if you present me the case that way, I cannot say no.” 
 In coming back to Washington, Kennedy gave a press conference, and he said, “We 
are going to settle the Chamizal question. That is,” he said, “a black spot or black stain on 
our history.” I mean, he said, “That is something that we shouldn’t do”—I mean, “that we 
shouldn’t have done ever.” That recognition that Mexico had been treated unfairly on the 
Chamizal question is something that the Mexican people will always be grateful about.  
 You will find in this paper that President Kennedy put this question to President 
López Mateos: “Mr. President, I want to know what is your interest in the Chamizal case? Is 
this a political question? Is this an economic question? Is it the value of the land that you are 
interested?” And President López Mateos said, “No. I am not a real estate dealer. It is not a 
question of real estate. It is a question of dignity.” And he said, “The Mexican people accept 
that after losing a war with the United States, we had to surrender half of our territory, but 
what the Mexican people cannot understand is why, if we have given the United States half 
of our territory—now, that is the very minimum portion of land that a judicial decision said is 
ours—that you who took half of our territory are denying us the right to get back that very 
tiny, tiny piece of land. It’s a moral question; it’s not an economic question.” That was 
understood clearly by President Kennedy, and that’s why he was so popular in Mexico.  
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 Furthermore, he had glamour. He was a charismatic President, no? And I have never 
seen, never, an explosion of enthusiasm as the one that the Mexican people showed when Mr. 
Kennedy and Mrs. Kennedy [Jacqueline B. Kennedy Onassis] came to Mexico on June 29.  
 
O’BRIEN:   You came with them on that trip on the airplane?  
 
CARRILLO:   Yes, yes. Yes, I remember. There was a very interesting little 

anecdote. Because there were planned two official luncheons—one at 
the national palace, where the two presidents were going to make their  

official speeches, and a second luncheon at which the host was going to be President  
Kennedy and the guest was going to be President López Mateos—officially, there were not  
going to be speeches at this second luncheon, only toasts, but President Kennedy, very  
intelligently, accepted the suggestion that Mrs. Kennedy was going to make a brief address in  
Spanish. And he called me in the Air Force One about one hour before the plane was due in  
Mexico City, and he told me, “Well, Ambassador, the suggestion has been made, but I want  
you to listen what Mrs. Kennedy is about to say and tell me if because what she is going to  
say, because the way that she is going to pronounce Spanish, it will make a good impression  
in Mexico, but I want a frank, not a diplomatic answer.” It was a difficult question. 
 So I was there, and Mrs. Kennedy was already prepared for her landing in Mexico, 
beautifully dressed in a green dress, and she started saying her address. And at that moment 
President Kennedy interrupted me and told me, “Well, Ambassador, are you listening to her 
or just looking at her.” “Both, Mr. President.” I mean, he had a great sense of humor.  
 I remember calling on him in the White House two months after. He invited me to see 
the pictures taken in Mexico. And he said, “Wonderful, wonderful.” And he said, “Well, I 
think that the presence of Mrs. Kennedy helped a little the reception ceremony.” I said, “Yes, 
Mr. President, it helped.” But in fact, it was something so natural from the Mexican people 
that I think, I think that the warmth of the reception to President Kennedy surprised many 
Mexican politicians. They were surprised to find that in Mexico, at least in Mexico City, that 
it was not an anti-American sentiment as many politicians thought that it was.  
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O’BRIEN:   During these years you had as the Ambassador of the United States to 
Mexico… 

 
CARRILLO:   No. I represent Mexico to the United States.  
 
O’BRIEN:   No, but you were… 
 
CARRILLO:   Yes. I, I, I....Go ahead. Go ahead. Yes, well, when I was Ambassador 

in Washington, we had two Ambassadors—Ambassador Robert Hill 
[Robert C. Hill], 1959-1960, and then Ambassador Mann from 1961 to  

’64, and then Ambassador Freeman [Fulton Freeman] from March 1964 to the end of the  



López Mateos Administration.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Was Ambassador Mann an effective Ambassador? 
 
CARRILLO:   Yes. I am going to tell you this. My experience has been a very 

positive one with all the Ambassadors. If I had to say which one was 
the best of the Ambassadors I had known, well, then I’d have to take in  

consideration the Ambassadors I have known not only while I was in Washington but in all  
the twenty-five years of my life here. But restricting my answer to the period in which you  
are interested, I’ll say that Hill, Mann, and Freeman were three very different Ambassadors.  
In fact, Freeman didn’t serve under Kennedy. So we are restricted to the Kennedy period, so  
we have to restrict only to Mann because, in fact, Hill also was Ambassador before Kennedy.  
The only Kennedy Ambassador was Thomas Mann. 
 My answer very definitely is that he was an effective Ambassador. I was sad when I 
knew that he was not as popular all over Latin America as he was in Mexico. In some circles 
of Latin America he was considered perhaps a little too conservative, and the impression in 
Washington was that his appointment to Mexico was not a promotion for Mann, because he 
had been, as you remember, Assistant Secretary for Latin America, and the Assistant 
Secretary for Latin America is the boss of all the American Ambassadors in Latin America. 
He was known as a close friend of then Vice President Johnson, and it’s known that one of 
the first appointments that President Johnson made one day after taking over was calling him 
back to Washington. So relatively Mann was in a similar position during the Kennedy 
Administration as the one that  
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Johnson was under the Kennedy Administration—I mean, relatively speaking, no? 
 He was conservative, undoubtedly, but he had real affection for Mexico. And the way 
in which he helped the solution of the two problems that we had, the important problems, I 
mean: The Chamizal problem, that was a very old one: and the case of the salinity of the 
Colorado River, that was a new one. The way in which he acted, I think that gained for him 
the affection and respect of the Mexican government.  
 There was one aspect or one angle of his work in which the judgment or the appraisal 
perhaps cannot be as positive as the others. He got nervous about some of the economic 
policies of the Mexican government, especially regarding foreign investments. I remember in 
one of his trips to Washington he was really very, very nervous. I mean, he thought, I 
believe, that President López Mateos was going too far to the left.  
 But, but, in every moment, in every moment, he acted with great knowledge of 
Mexican psychology, and he didn’t make, he didn’t make the mistakes that other 
Ambassadors in the past, not after him, in the past, had made. I think that his behavior, his 
demeanor was impeccable in the sense that in Mexico he never made any mistake of form 
because, as I told you before, we Latins and we Mexicans pay perhaps more attention than 
we should to questions of style and form. Some of the very serious mistakes of previous 
ambassadors have been questions of style and form. I think that in this respect Mann’s 
behavior was impeccable.  



 
O’BRIEN:   Well, in his role as Ambassador of the United States to the Republic of 

Mexico and in your role as Ambassador of the Republic of Mexico to 
the United States, did you have much in the way of pressures on you in  

regard to the Mexicanization of business… 
 
CARRILLO:   No, no.  
 
O’BRIEN:  …in that time? I remember the mining industry was… 
 
CARRILLO:   Well, yes, yes. There were… 
 
O’BRIEN:  …at that time.  
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CARRILLO:   …two important problems—the mining problem, as you say, and the 
question of the ownership of the power companies—but the power 
problem was settled before President Kennedy took over. That was in  

the years of President Eisenhower.  
 In the time of President Kennedy got through a law—a statute, as you say—was 
passed by Congress establishing that the majority of capital of companies in the mining 
industry should be held by Mexicans. This provoked some concern. I didn’t get any pressure 
from the United States government, but in the papers there were articles against Mexico and 
there were some companies in the United States that were very much concerned; so I urged 
the Mexican government to find a formula in which the idea that we had could be carried out 
but without doing anything that could be construed as unfair or violating our own laws.  
 Fortunately, the member of the Cabinet of López Mateos who was principally 
responsible for this law—that was Eduardo Bustamante, the Secretary of the National 
Patrimony—is one of my best friends, so I could speak with him very, very frankly and 
openly, because there were two problems: One was the problem of the concessions that the 
companies had and that the new law restricted in several ways, and the second was that the 
law imposed on the companies the obligation of having a majority of Mexican capital. And 
the companies said, “Well, and what if there are not Mexicans interested in buying our 
properties or shares at their fair value? What are we going to do? How can we fulfill this 
obligation of selling to Mexicans 51 per cent of our shares if there are no Mexicans interested 
in buying?” And that was a good point?  
 So Eduardo Bustamante made this proposal: All right, the companies will put in 
escrow, or in trust, the shares for a period of time, so that they are not obliged to sell the 
shares at whatever price Mexicans are willing to pay; that the shares will be put in escrow, in 
trust, a fair appraisal would be made, and they won’t be obliged to sell the shares at a lower 
value than the value that has been determined by an objective appraisal. And this solution, 
with some modifications perhaps, was accepted and the problem was settled.  
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O’BRIEN:   Well, Mr. Minister, we haven’t said much about the salinity problem 

of the Colorado River, and its relationship to the cotton industry and 
things of that sort. Would you care to go into this?  

 
CARRILLO:   Yes, yes. Well… 
 
O’BRIEN:   Perhaps your own and Mr. Mann’s role.  
 
CARRILLO:   Yes. This was a very difficult problem, perhaps the most serious 

problem. One of my predecessors, not my immediate predecessor, but 
the Foreign Minister of those days, Secretary Manuel Tello, made a  

statement that this problem was the most serious that Mexico had had with the United States  
in more than twenty years. As I am speaking for the future and not for the present, I want to  
say that the problem was very serious not mainly because of the real harm that Mexican  
farmers suffered but because of the principle involved in the whole question. The question  
was really this: The United States is or is not obliged to give Mexico usable water? Our  
answer is yes, we have entered into a treaty with the United States to receive X amount of  
water, and if the treaty is—and that’s the title of the treaty—a “Treaty to distribute the waters  
of the river for the use in industry, services and farming,” it is obvious that it was supposed  
that the water we were going to receive was water that we could use. And the American  
position, based on the legislative history of the approval of the treaty by the U.S. Senate, was,  
I think, an untenable position. The position was no, the treaty does not oblige us to guarantee  
the quality of the water, so even if the water is very bad water, brackish water, we fulfill our   
obligation if the amount of liquid we deliver to Mexico is the one that is in the treaty  
independently of the quality of the water. This was, I always thought, a very unfair position.  
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 Unfortunately we had a very powerful enemy. Our enemy was no less than the head 
of the Appropriations Committee of the Senate, Senator Hayden [Carl T. Hayden] of New 
Mexico. He is not a bad man; he was defending the interests of his state. And he was a very 
powerful man. I remember one of those days I had to visit Mayor Wagner [Robert Ferdinand 
Wagner, Jr.] of New York, and he knew about this problem. He said, “Well, with whom are 
you fighting in Washington in this problem?” I said, “Our main enemy is Senator Hayden.” 
He said, “Well, you are in a bad position because he’s the second most powerful man in the 
United States.” I mean, he had the control of the expenditures and budgets. And he was 
adamant in his position that Mexico did not have any right to determine the quality of the 
water.  
 Fortunately—and this was one of the things that were discussed between the two 
presidents—we had the support of all the liberal people around President Kennedy. I have to 
say that we had the support of the then Legal Adviser of the State Department, a very 
brilliant lawyer, a former professor of Harvard University and now also a professor of 
Harvard University, Mr. Abram Chayes. We also had the support of the Head of the Mexican 
Division, the present American Ambassador to Uruguay, Robert Sayres. He is a friend of 



mine. We had the support of the adviser for Latin America in the White House, later 
Ambassador to Chile. All of them accepted that it is impossible to maintain the idea that the 
United States had the right to give us water of any quality.  
 And independently of that there was another thing that now, fortunately, has been 
corrected, and I hope that has been corrected forever. We didn’t know that the United States 
was building this reclamation project of Wellton-Mohawk. The State Department didn’t 
know. As I told you before, we don’t have an intelligence service. We should have known 
because it’s something that took some years to build. But suddenly one day in December of 
1961, suddenly from one day to the other, the level of salinity, that had been nine hundred 
parts a million, suddenly jumped to three thousand parts or something like that, without any 
explanation given to us, without anything. So I was called up from Mexico City. I remember 
it was December 1961. They said, “Well, what happened?” Then I found out that this system 
had been built.  
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 And really it was a very unfair situation. I recognize, I recognize that the real harm is 
not as great as many Mexicans have said, but the unfairness of the whole thing is very clear. 
Because the question was this: There had been some lands that for thirty or forty years had 
been covered by brackish water, and nothing could be done with them. So the farmers got 
from the Department of Interior, the Bureau of Reclamations, that they wanted to reclaim this 
land, so wells were opened in this part of land to drain water and a channel was built to take 
the brackish water here. They cemented the channel so that these lands wouldn’t suffer 
anything, and the water was taken directly to the bed of the Colorado River. And they said, 
“Well, as the treaty says, water of any source. This is a source.” So—even if this water had a 
content of six thousand parts of salinity when the average had been less than one thousand 
nine hundred. It was absolutely unfair.  
 From the very beginning we had the support of people I mentioned before, that knew 
that this thing was unbelievable. And finally, as you know, the solution was the build a new 
canal to bring this water directly to a dam here, and Mexico then would decide if this water 
was going to be thrown out to the sea or used. If it is done in winter then the United States 
will accept that the water thrown to the sea is not computed in our quota. If it’s done in the 
summer, then we will accept that the water will be part of our quota. The real consequence is 
that we are losing about 3 percent of the water of the Treaty. That is a real consequence. But 
I have to say that Ambassador Mann was very, very helpful, that the people in the State 
Department were very helpful, and that President Kennedy was very understanding. But it 
was the most serious problem that I had when I was Ambassador.  
 Now this took place after President Kennedy’s death; the two governments have 
decided that in the future they will consult each other before approving works that may injure 
the other country—I mean, there will be consultations—because really the worst part of this 
story is that all this thing was done without Mexico knowing anything or even the State 
Department knowing anything. That is a problem that I found every day in Washington: there 
are agencies in the U.S. government that are interested in foreign policy—naturally the State 
Department—but there are other agencies that don’t care  
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much about foreign policy. They are interested in reaction in Congress and what can result. 
And one of those agencies was the Bureau of Reclamation. I mean, the Bureau of 
Reclamation was very much interested in what Senator Hayden, that had to approve all the 
projects, thought about this, but the Bureau of Reclamation didn’t worry about Mexico’s 
reaction. This is, I think, one of the most important problems in relations between the United 
States and Latin America, that some of the agencies that have to do with our problems are not 
interested in them; they are interested in what Congress, in what the domestic opinion of the 
United States believe about these questions.  
 
O’BRIEN:   In regard to the relationship between the United States and the State 

Department and the international finance agencies, like the 
International Monetary Fund, International Bank of Redevelopment,  

did you ever feel that there was too close of a link between United States policy and these  
agencies?  
 
CARRILLO:   Well, I can’t say that about the IMF [International Monetary Fund] or 

the World Bank. But unfortunately, my conviction is that when 
President Kennedy, as I told you before, got very mad with us because  

of our attitude in the Bay of Pigs incident, that either instructions were given or something  
happened that in the Treasury and also in the Export-Import Bank we felt a very cold  
atmosphere. 
 I remember the stabilization agreement that we have with the United States for the 
stabilization of the peso; this stabilization agreement must be renewed every two years. It 
came for renewal in December of 1961, and it was a very difficult renewal. When finally it 
was renewed—Douglas Dillon was Secretary of the Treasury—he told me, “Well, my 
instructions are that we are going to sign this agreement but I am not going to say anything, 
I’m not going to make any statement whatsoever.” Because usually after the agreements of 
this kind, well, there were kind words of the Treasury. (Dillon is a very good friend of 
Mexico. President Diaz Ordaz [Gustavo Diaz Ordaz] awarded him our highest decoration 
sometime after the Secretary left office). So I had to call a press conference in the Embassy 
to announce, “Today we have signed a renewal of the stabilization agreement with the United 
States,” because he said, “I can’t stop you from saying anything, if what you say is correct, 
but I  
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cannot say one single word of encouragement.” I knew that all this was due to the hurt 
feelings of President Kennedy.  
 But all this ended when he came to Mexico. I think that when he came to Mexico he 
felt the affection of Mexico. Then he got convinced that Mexican attitudes in the case of 
Cuba were not based on any anti-America feelings; they were based on reasons derived from 
our own history, from principles. And then his attitude changed completely; I mean, we had 



in him a great friend after his trip of Mexico. We had a very good friend in him at the 
beginning, but he was very hurt with us from, I would say, April 1961 to June 1962. 
 
O’BRIEN:   Well, Mr. Minister, during those years Mexico took a very active role 

in problems of disarmament, as well as the Test Ban Treaty. Now what 
explains that?  

 
CARRILLO:   Well, that’s a very good question. In this paper it’s a very interesting 

thing, the first point that was spontaneously—how will I say it?—risen 
by President Kennedy was our position on disarmament problems. It is  

here. Number one, he expressed his satisfaction of the popular reception. Number two,  
conference on disarmament in Geneva, President Kennedy expressed his congratulations to  
the President of Mexico because of the objective spirit with which the Mexican delegation  
has participated in the disarmament conference. My impression is this, that the head of the  
Mexican delegation, who was the permanent delegate of Mexico to the United Nations in  
those days, Ambassador Padilla Nervo [Luis Padilla Nervo], former Foreign Minister of  
Mexico. And he was, first, a great technician—I mean, he was a masterful diplomat—he he  
had a love of these complicated technical questions, and he put all his love in making a  
contribution toward this problem. Second, I think that, as many Mexicans, he thought that  
Mexico had to express its independence before the United States, that we cannot be a satellite  
of the United States, and that in these world problems in which what was at stake was the  
peace of the world, that Mexico should speak her mind with freedom, with objectivity, and,  
as he could do it, in a technical way in which no one could deny that he was speaking at a  
level of technical respectability.  
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 My impression is that this was useful for the United States because, as you see, 
President Kennedy is spontaneously congratulating the Mexican President. Why? I think that 
because it was useful for the United States to have a Latin American country that on the main 
was a friend of the United States presenting some objective views. And I think also that the 
congratulation part was due to the fact that Padilla Nervo was such a great technician that the 
United States thought it better to congratulate his work rather than to ask President López 
Mateos to stop him. I mean, according to the old saying of American politics, if you can’t 
lick him, join him. I mean, they recognized in Padilla Nervo such a great technician that they 
said, “Well, let’s congratulate him so that the President of Mexico will know that we follow 
his work with interest.” 
 Coming back to your question, I would think that it was not a high-level decision. I 
mean, the presidents of Mexico follow very closely foreign policy regarding the United 
States or regarding certain problems like world crises that endanger the peace of the world, 
but in matters like disarmament, decolonization and other questions that are of a more 
technical character they leave to the Foreign Office a very wide sphere of autonomy. And 
because of the fact that Luis Padilla Nervo had been Foreign Minister, his successor, Manuel 
Tello, was sometimes reluctant to exercise all his authority over Luis Padilla, so many of the 
attitudes of Luis Padilla Nervo in those conferences were more attitudes of Luis Padilla 



Nervo than attitudes that reflected high-level policy decisions from Mexico. But 
fundamentally I think that Padilla Nervo was correct in interpreting the whole attitude of 
President López Mateos as one of establishing the independence of Mexican foreign policy. 
This is a personal view. I accept that I may be unfair to President López Mateos and to 
Secretary Tello, because as Ambassador to the U.S. I did not participate in formulating or 
executing Mexican policies on disarmament.  
 
O’BRIEN:   May we, Mr. Minister, for just a moment discuss the way that you 

carried on your office as Ambassador in Washington, and some of the 
people that you had to deal with, Secretary Rusk for example?  
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CARRILLO:   Yes. Well, the way I carried my Embassy, I feel that it wasn’t different 

from the way that all the embassies are carried. I mean, I tried to give 
it some Mexican flavor, but that has nothing to do with the question.  

Secretary Rusk, I knew him from the very beginning to the very end of his administration. I  
think that the last dinner that he attended as Secretary of State was the one that I gave in his  
honor in January of 1969 when I went to Washington to present a statue of Benito Juárez. We  
were very good friends.  
 I knew, as most ambassadors knew, because this was not a secret in Washington, that 
in many ways President Kennedy was his own Secretary of State; that the White House was 
very powerful; in other words, that during the Kennedy Administration Secretary Rusk was 
not as important as he became under President Johnson. I don’t know if, as Senator Robert 
Kennedy [Robert F. Kennedy] said in an interview in the paper, President Kennedy was 
prepared to drop Secretary Rusk if he was reelected. That I don’t know. It is obvious that at 
least Secretary Rusk was aware that among many ambassadors the Attorney General, Robert 
Kennedy, was considered as a very powerful voice in foreign policy; that also the assistant 
who was the predecessor of Rostow when President Kennedy was there, the former dean of 
Harvard… 
 
O’BRIEN:   McGeorge Bundy? 
 
CARRILLO:   McGeorge Bundy, that he was also very powerful. Well, it was, in 

fact, somewhat difficult for us, because we knew that there was not 
one State Department but two State Departments. For example, this  

case of the salinity. I knew that I had to talk with the people in the State Department, but that  
I had also to talk with the people in the White House. And in the White House there was an  
equivalent of an Assistant Secretary for Latin America.  
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 But Secretary Rusk—I think that we were in a special position with him because he 
was a former president of the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Rockefeller Foundation since 
more than twenty years has been very active in Mexico in developing new seeds, especially 



in wheat, so Rusk knew a lot about Mexico. I really think that no Secretary of State had 
known as much about Mexico as Rusk knew. And except on one occasion that I noticed that 
his attitude was very cool—it was when I went to see him to tell him that Mexico offered, 
jointly with other countries, its good offices regarding the Cuban question. Well, it was a 
very inadequate moment for that. That was the only case in which his reaction was very cool, 
and he said, “Well, it’s for us a very important problem, and we don’t think that at this 
moment we are interested in anything of that kind.” Always in the proper manner, but a very 
cool manner. That was an interview that didn’t last more than five or six minutes.  
 Except for that case, he was always kind, he was always warm. Naturally that my 
experiences correspond to the period before the Vietnam War, before the Vietnam War 
became as difficult as it was after 1964, so I don’t know what my experiences might be if I 
had been Ambassador in 1965, 1966, 1967. But in the period that I saw him, I have to say 
that he was always kind, always interested.  
 Naturally, as it happened before and as it happened after that, the problems of Latin 
America very rarely reached the Secretary of State personally, I think. They are dealt more 
on the level of the Assistant Secretary for Latin America, except that during the Johnson 
Administration—but I don’t have to speak about that—because of the special interest of 
Johnson in Mexico, then the situation changed. But under Kennedy, even if he was very, very 
kind, especially after his visit to Mexico, the solutions of our problems very rarely were 
personal solutions of Dean Rusk. But he was always prepared to see me; I had never any 
difficulty at all in seeing him when I wanted to see him. And he was warm, and he was 
interested in Mexico.  
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O’BRIEN:   Well, in closing, what is your favorite remembrance, Mr. Minister, of 
your tenure as Ambassador?  

 
CARRILLO:   Well, really I have very many good memories. I think that it was one 

of the happiest periods in my life. And I have such good friends that 
it’s difficult for me to say, well….But restricting myself to the period  

of President Kennedy’s tenure, perhaps I may mention the trip of Kennedy to Mexico that  
was such a great success. And I have also…. 
 Well, there is one moment—two moments—that, now that you ask me the question, I 
want to mention. One is when President Kennedy was very hurt with us, and I knew that the 
Treasury and other agencies were acting very slowly and very coolly interpreting the hurt 
feelings of President Kennedy. Then I called on Vice President Lyndon Johnson. He went to 
the White House. He came back and told me, “Yes, Ambassador, the President is hurt with 
you, with Mexico, but I have talked with him and is convinced, and you may be sure that 
things will change.” That’s when the stabilization agreement was renewed. I mean, the 
intervention of President Johnson in that moment, that was something that I can always 
remember.  
 The second one was a very human reaction from the then Secretary of Labor, 
Goldberg [Arthur J. Goldberg]. It was regarding the problem of the “green cards,” the 
workers that lived in Mexican cities—they had their homes on the Mexican side—and they 



crossed the border every day to work on the American side. Well, the labor unions opposed 
this then and they oppose it now, but they got a decision from a Court in Washington, and the 
Labor Department was ready to declare that in fifteen days, he said, this situation had to stop. 
Then I was ill with high fever. I was called from this office. I called on Secretary Goldberg 
and I said, “Mr. Secretary, I don’t want to go into the substance of the problem. I just want to 
tell you that this situation has been developing for thirty years, and they now want to stop it 
in fifteen days. Do you think that that is fair?” And he said, “No, that is completely unfair.” 
He made a decision overruling his assistant and maintaining the situation. And  
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then we presented the case before the courts and we got a favorable decision. But the way in 
which Secretary Goldberg reacted on this problem of our workers, that’s another memory 
that I have.  
 And on a personal basis, perhaps, the way in which the Health National Institutes of 
Washington took care of the health of my family and myself without paying one cent either 
for services or for medicines, I mean, that’s something that I remember. In general I can tell 
you this: I didn’t have any disagreeable moment in Washington. All my recollections are 
good recollections.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Well, thank you, Mr. Minister, for a most informative and valuable 

interview.  
 
CARRILLO:   Naturally….There’s only one thing that I want to say: I don’t know if 

my opinions are representative of the average opinions of the Mexican 
people, but they are my sincere opinions. And I thank you very much  

for your interest in listening to me.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Thank you very much. The Kennedy Library appreciates it, and I think 

that people that are going to write about the U.S. and Mexico in future 
years are going to find this a very valuable interview.  

 
CARRILLO:   Thank you very much, and I welcome it.  
 
O’BRIEN:   Thank you again.  
 
CARRILLO:   Here is the paper.  
 

[END OF INTERVIEW]  
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