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War Resisters

In the last week of August 1969 I went to the campus of Haverford, a
Quaker college near Philadelphia, to attend the triennial conference of

the War Resisters' International (WRI). The theme of the meeting, "Liber-

ation and Revolution," was not unlike that of the Princeton conference

"America in a Revolutionary World," sixteen months earlier. But this gath-
ering of war resisters had no Ivy League cosponsor. And I was no longer
coming as a committed counterrevolutionary.

Neither was I, on the other hand, a Gandhian nonviolent revolutionary

or a pacifist, as many of the other participants thought of themselves. But

after a year of reading along lines Janaki had suggested, I had reached a
point where I wanted to meet people who did see themselves that way. So
far Janaki was the only such person I had really come to know or had even
met more than briefly. Since Princeton she had visited me in Malibu, and

we had spent a few days together in London. She had made a profound im-
pression on me. I could say she was a hero of mine, like one I had only read

about, Rosa Parks. Fifteen years earlier one of my heroes was John Wayne,
who had helped recruit me, and a lot of others, into the Marine Corps with
Sands oflwo Jima. Something had happened to me, I noticed about this

time. My heroes had changed color and sex. But I wanted to meet some
others on this path, preferably some whose life experience was closer than

Janaki's to my own and who were living daily the Gandhian principles that
I had been reading about. I was ready to be challenged and even changed
by them.
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In the last year I had read books Janaki had recommended to me, among
others, King's Stride Toward Freedom; The Conquest of Violence, by Joan
Bondurant, on the philosophy and practice of Gandhian nonviolent direct
action; and Revolution and Equilibrium, by Barbara Deming, whose essays
on the need for nonviolent resistance to the Vietnam War I read over and
over. I did the same with another essay on what seemed the same subject,
though it was written a century earlier during a different American war,
Henry David Thoreau's "On_the_Duty of Civil Disobedience." The origi-
nal, equally subversive title was "Resistance to Civil Government."

Disobedience to civil authorhj^a "duty"? Was it even a legitimate choice?
In cenai^dicumsncesgs^^cording to Thoreau, as when "a whole coun-
try is unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army," when "ours is_th£

I invading army." In such a case, he said, obedience to leaders in an unjust

/ cause was itself a choice, the wrong choice. He himself went to jail for re-
fusing to pay a poll tax, in protest against the Mexican War (to which he was
referring above). It was just for one night because, against his wishes, "some-
one interfered, and paid the tax." Thoreau was as nonviolent as Gand_hi_or
j<ing,_bj.ujigainst the evils of slavery and of a wrongful war his essay was a
call tomutiny, to nonviojent rebellion^By his example he urged, like Rosa
Parks, something beyond verbal dissent and protest: withdrawal gfcojapgr-
ation, militant disobedience by a civilian, akin to that of a "soldjej . . . who
refuses to serve in an unjust war." In his state of Massachusetts, he claimed,
such a soldier was applauded by many, but not imitated, out of the "thou-
sands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the war, who yet in ef-
fect_do nothing to put an end to them". . TheyTJesItate, and they regrej^
and sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and with ef-
fraTrhey will wait, well disposed, for others to remedy the evil, that^they
may no longer have it to regretTAt most, they give only a cheap vote. ..."

Toacentury of readers (Tolstoy quoted him against conscription; Gandhi
distributed his words in India before several mass actions) Thoreau pro-
claimed: "Cast your whole vote, not astrip of paper merely, but your whole
influence. A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; itjs
not even a minority then; but itjs irresistible when it clogs by its whole
weight."

I read that passage first in the summer of 1968. A year later, after voters
casting strips of paper had failed once again to end a war that most of them
wanted over, it was reverberating in my mind. Cast your whole vote. . .

your whole influence. I had come to Haverford in hopes of finding out what
that might mean.
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Many things had happened during those sixteen months that should
have made a difference and had not: a presidential election campaign that
had begun with the war as the central issue; a complete change of party and

administration; at the onset of the new administration, a thorough reexam-
ination of alternative options and a questioning of the bureaucracy; the
opening of negotiations with Hanoi. Not one of these, or any other aspect

of normal politics, seemed to have brought extrication any closer, despite an
electorate that expected it and was obviously anxious for it. If I was ready to
change my own relation to the situation, ready even to change my life, there

was reason for it.
Janaki had invited me to the conference, of which she was one of the or-

ganizers. She had urged me to be a speaker, to raise the questions about
pacifism I had been posing to her from the reading she had suggested to me.

I turned that down quickly. I was too new at this subject, and my thoughts
were too tentative, for me to be sounding off from a platform. My usual cre-

dentials, from Harvard, Rand, the Defense and State departments, and
Vietnam, would not impress this crowd favorably, and I didn't have much
else to qualify me as a speaker in their eyes. I told her I wanted to listen, not

to debate.
At the conference I saw little of Janaki. She was too busy as one of the or-

ganizers. But I did begin to meet, as I had hoped, the sort of activist who
had shared a lunch table with us at Princeton the day I met her. In fact, all
those same people were here. One of them, Bob Eaton, who had sailed to
North and South Vietnam on the Phoenix, was scheduled to be sentenced

to prison on the third morning of the conference, in the federal courtroom

in the Post Office Building in downtown Philadelphia. He expected a three-

year sentence.
Eaton was the first draft resister I had ever met. That was probably one

more than any of my associates in Washington or Santa Monica. Looking

back, I find it striking how isolated my colleagues and I were, as late as 1969
and even after many of us had become deeply critical of the war, from the

active antiwar movement or the broader and older peace movement. My
knowledge of such people still came almost exclusively from media ac-
counts, overwhelmingly negative, in which they were presented as being, in
varying degree, extremist, simplistic, pro-Communist or pro-NLF, fanatic,

anti-American, dogmatic. I went to Haverford in part to find out if these la-

bels were accurate. None of these was a trait I wanted to be associated with.
(In coming years, as a price of joining in nonviolent resistance to the war, I

heard all these terms applied to me.)
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But no such problems arose with the real people I was now meeting
and hearing. The four days of intense, articulate discussion I encountered,
including much controversy over principles and broad strategy as well as

tactics, refuted each of the stereotypes above. To mention just one, the
anarchist-pacifist critique of state power and violence that nearly all the par-

ticipants shared provided little basis for an admiring or uncritical view of
the Soviet Union, the Hanoi regime, or the NLF. The people in this gath-
ering opposed the war without romanticizing the Vietcong, third world vi-
olent revolutionaries, or socialist states any more than they did their own

states.
Just as in opposing the war, so in confronting abuses of state power

they went beyond criticism from the sidelines. A number of those present,
including Michael Randle, chairman of War Resisters' International, and
Devi Prasad, WRI general secretary, had taken nonviolent direct action to
Eastern Europe in September 1968, leafleting a number of capitals in protest

against the Soviet and Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia. This meant
demonstrating in city squares where such protest was illegal and led to in-
stant arrests. In most cases they had been detained and risked long impris-
onment.

I had misgivings about the dogmatic commitment to absolute pacifism I

presumed they shared. The War Resisters' International, of which the War
Resisters League (WRL) was the American branch, had begun after World
War I as an association of conscientious objectors, at a time when few coun-

tries formally recognized that status. In the twenties it had adopted a Gan-
dhian perspective and now furthered a broad range of nonviolent liberation
struggles, but it had kept its pacifist premises. I told Randall Kehler, head of

the San Francisco WRL branch and one of the conference organizers, that
I believed I couldn't join WRL because, as I understood it, that involved
signing a pledge to refuse participation in all wars, all of which were re-

garded as crimes against humanity. Despite Vietnam, and my increasing
tendency to look skeptically at the claims of any particular war to be "just,"
I told Kehler, I still thought (as I do today) that violent self-defense was jus-

tified against aggression, like Hitler's. Kehler told me he shared similar
reservations. "I've never signed that pledge," he said. He asked others stand-
ing around us and found that most of them hadn't either. Their pacifism

was nondogmatic, evolving and exploring, with a considerable recognition
of uncertainties and dilemmas.

A striking aspect of the conference was that the Vietnam War was by no

means in the forefront of attention, either on the agenda or in the discus-
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sions. This despite the facts that virtually everyone present, from the United

States or elsewhere, was a committed and active opponent of the war and

that the war was continuing just as violently as before. True, U.S. planes

were no longer bombing North Vietnam, but they had simply shifted their

targets to Laos and to South Vietnam and secretly to Cambodia. Altogether

they were dropping a somewhat higher totaljonnage than before, at_a rate

of one million tons of bombs a year or half the total tonnage of World War

II, Yet the transcript of the conference shows that only one of the ten back-

ground papers and one of the twenty speakers focused directly on the war,

which all the speakers clearly regarded as being on the way to ending.
These antiwar activists shared an assumption accepted by nearly all seg-

ments of American society over the sixteen months since Hanoi had ac-

cepted Johnson's proposal for open negotiations on April 3, 1968. The

assumption was that the Tet offensive and Johnson's offer of negotiations

had permanently settled, in the affirmative, the issue of whether the United

States would ever withdraw from Vietnam and end the war. Supposedly the

only question that remained was what one speaker described as "the tempo

of withdrawal... in this fag end of a long and beastly war."
But I knew the assumption was wrong. I had just learned, in Washing-

ton the week before the conference, the closely guarded secret that Nixon

himself did not accept that assumption. Nixon was no more ready than

Johnson to accept U.S. failure to determine the politics of South Vietnam,

failure to preclude Communist predominance in Saigon and elsewhere. In

my head as I went to Haverford was Halperin's flat prediction to me in

Washington: "This administration will not go into the election of 1972

without having mined Haiphong and bombed Hanoi." And Vann's disclo-

sure that there would still be tens of thousands, at the least, of U.S. troops

in South Vietnam at the end of 1972. I could not reveal at the conference

what I knew. It had been revealed to me on an unusually confidential basis.

There was little I could say about it without seriously compromising my

sources, John Paul Vann and Morton Halperin, who were themselves not

supposed to be privy to the information and had learned it confidentially.

In any case I was still trying to sort out its implications. I had put aside for

the four days of the conference addressing the specifics of what I ought to

try to do about it.
On Tuesday evening, I finally had a chance to talk with Bob Eaton, the

night before he was to go to prison two years after telling his draft board

that he would no longer cooperate with the Selective Service System. Since

then, in addition to his voyage on the Phoenix to North and South Viet-

nam, he had worked on the pacifist
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nam, he had worked on the pacifist networks AQAG (A Quaker Action
Group) and The Resistance, supporting noncooperation with the draft. In

September 1968 he had been one of the members of the WRI who had
risked imprisonment in Eastern Europe, conducting protests against the in-

vasion of Czechoslovakia.
A troublemaker. Yet given the prevailing belief that the war was in the

process of ending, Eaton's impending prison sentence probably seemed to
many of those present almost an anachronism. He had alluded to this atti-

tude in his talk on the first day. It addressed resistance to militarism in the
large rather than to the Vietnam War, because, as he said, "The basis of GI

organizing now is, no one wants to be the last guy shot in a war. . . . That's
also a problem for the Resistance, because I think no guy wants to be the
last guy to go into prison resisting a particular war."

He seemed unnaturally calm about the thought that he might be doing
just that. That day before his sentencing, August 26, he had attended all the

sessions, including one that had gone on till ten-thirty that evening, till it
gave way to a beer party and dance. I found him in a side room away from
the party, with a beer in his hand but still talking long-range strategy, tactics
for transforming America. I suggested to him that wouldn't be the way I'd

spend my last evening before going to prison. He said offhandedly, "Oh,
this is what I do. I'm an organizer. I'll organize in prison, same as on the

outside."
The conference was holding no meetings the next morning, Wednesday,

so that members could go into Philadelphia to circle the Post Office Build-

ing in a vigil while Eaton was being sentenced inside. Buses and cars had
been arranged to take us all in. I tried to think of an excuse to get out of it
that the others could accept, but it wasn't easy. I was embarrassed by my

own reservations. What was the problem? A man I admired was being sen-
tenced to prison for an act of conscience. He and his friends wanted a show
of solidarity for straightforward political reasons and perhaps because it

would make him feel better. There was an invitation to join that in the
company of one of the heroes of the century, Pastor Martin Niemoller, and

others I admired no less. How could I not go?
The fact is, it was a problem for me. It was a combination of the small

risk of my being discovered and an undeniable feeling I had that there was
something demeaning about the whole thing. What if the press or the po-

lice or the FBI took pictures of us? What if my name was mentioned in the
media and got back to Washington or Santa Monica? I knew what my as-

sociates in either place would think: that I had gone out of my mind. They
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would see it as a total sacrifice of dignity and of elite insider status, for noth-
ing, for an action of no consequence, no effectiveness, nothing worth tak-
ing the smallest risk of losing access to secret information and to people of

influence. It could be explained in no other way than a fit of madness. I could
hear their reaction in my head, and I couldn't really argue with it. This was
hardly the place, or the way, to announce to Rand, the Pentagon, and the
White House that I was joining the public opposition to the war. To their war.

But Bob Eaton was going to prison, and I couldn't think of a reason I
could give his friends for refusing to see him off. I thought of saying I was

sick, but the conference had two days to go, and I couldn't keep that up
plausibly. So, on an August morning in 1969, while Martin Niemoller and
Devi Prasad were inside with Bob, making statements to the court on his
behalf, I found myself on a sidewalk in downtown Philadelphia in a line of
variously dressed peaceniks, some of them carrying placards, others hand-

ing out leaflets. I walked along with them, at first with great misgivings.
The sidewalk outside the Post Office Building in Philadelphia that morn-
ing was a long way from the Executive Office Building in Washington,
where I had spent February that same year writing memos for the president.
Both were places perhaps for "speaking truth to power," the Quaker phrase

for vigils and acts of "witness to peace" of the kinds we were engaged in that
morning. But you could not do that in both places, not if you wanted to be
welcomed back to the NSC. You could not have the opportunity to draft

top secret commentaries for the president on Vietnam options, or give his
national security assistant confidential advice, if you were the sort of person
who spent days off from work demonstrating in support of draft resisters on

street corners in Philadelphia.
You could not have the confidence of powerful men and be trusted with

their confidences if there was any prospect that you would challenge their
policies in public in any forum at all. That was the unbreakable rule of the
executive branch. It was the sacred code of the insider, both the men of
power and those, like me, privileged to advise and help them. I knew that
as well as anyone. I had lived by that code for the last decade; it was in my
skin. I was, it seems, in the process of shedding that skin on that morning.
Before I had grown a new one.

I felt naked—and raw. My memory is of feeling chilled on a gray, wintry
day; I have to remind myself that it was Philadelphia in August. But no one
after all was noticing me. There was no press, no police. People passed by
incuriously, mostly without pausing to read our placards. Some accepted
the leaflets we handed to them; others didn't or handed them back. Pas-
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sersby looked briefly at us or kept their eyes straight ahead, as they would
glance, or not, at panhandlers or nowadays at the homeless.

As a form of political communication this seemed one step below stand-

ing on a soapbox in Hyde Park. Without even saying very much, you were
making a spectacle of yourself, being a public nuisance, in front of people

who didn't count for much themselves and felt free to ignore you. If you
were going to confront the state with a public stand, it seemed hard to
imagine a lower-status or less effective way to do it. The views of my fellow

officials or consultants were mine as well. If you had nothing better to do
with several hours of your time than to try to change the minds of a few
dozen random pedestrians by handing them leaflets, you must be very pow-

erless indeed. The thoughts "Why are we doing this? What am I doing
here?" seemed at first as visible on my forehead as the signboards my neigh-

bors were carrying. I felt ridiculous.
That passed. After all, no one was paying much attention one way or the

other. My companions seemed at ease. They all had probably done this be-

fore. I wanted to be helpful. I took a bunch of leaflets and began offering
them to the people walking by. There seemed to be some technique to get-
ting them to accept one. I experimented with different expressions, all pleas-

ant, and various verbal formulas. Some worked; some didn't. I started to get
into it. Before the morning was over, I was offering leaflets, with some success,

to cars stopped momentarily in the adjacent intersections. My mood had
changed. I was feeling unaccountably lighthearted. Around noon the word
was passed that Eaton had been sentenced and had been taken off to a cell.

The judge had listened respectfully to the statements by Pastor Niemoller
and the others and had then given Bob the three-year sentence he had ex-

pected. We went back to the conference.
Something very important had happened to me. I felt liberated. I doubt

if I could have explained that at the time. But by now I have seen this ex-

hilaration often enough in others, in particular people who have just gone

through their first action of civil disobedience, whether or not they have
been taken to jail. This simple vigil, my first public action, had freed me
from a nearly universal fear whose inhibiting force, I think, is very widely
underestimated. Ihadbecome free ofthefear of appearingjbsurdj_a£lofik-

ing foolish, for stepping out of line.
One other thing had happened, though again I didn't fully recognize it

till later. By stepping into that particular vigil line, in solidarity with Bob

Eaton and in company with others whose views I shared and whose lives of
commitment I respected, I had stepped across another line, an invisible one
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of the kind that recruiters mark out on the floor of an induction center. I

had joined a movement.
On the next day, August 28,1969, the final day of the conference, I heard

a talk by Randy Kehler during the last session in the afternoon. Alone out

of all the presentations at the conference, Randy's talk was personal. He said

he wanted just to share some things on his mind.
I hadn't had a chance to talk with Kehler at any length earlier, but he had

made a good impression on me. He listened carefully, responded thought-

fully and with good sense. Of the many younger American activists I had
met at the conference, he was one I wanted to see more of; I had decided to
arrange to visit him in San Francisco soon. He had a very simple and direct

manner, along with warmth and humor. He was a very appealing person. I
was somewhat surprised, when he began, to hear that we had gone to the

same college, that he was, like me, a transplant from Cambridge to Cali-
fornia. I remember thinking, Well, here's a credit to Harvard! And one who

learned some things after he left. I then heard for the first time about the
path that had led him to head the War Resisters League office in San Fran-

cisco.
"When I finished Harvard College and three weeks of graduate school at

Stanford, I was out on the West Coast. I was involved in a demonstration

in which hundreds of men and women were sitting in the doorways of the
[Oakland] induction center trying to pose a question to all those going
through the doors, to be inducted or to take their physicals. We wanted that
question to be very real, and not just a matter of words, so we actually

placed our bodies in those doorways.
"Well, that was a very new experience for me and one that really changed

the whole course of my life. Before I knew it, I was behind bars with that
same couple of hundred people, and I found a community of people for the
first time that not only . . . were committed to each other, but a community

of people that were committed to something larger than themselves, some-
thing probably more noble, more ideal, than anything I had been involved

in after twenty-two years of public education. And it was as a result of that
demonstration and that time I spent in jail with those people that I saw a
very real alternative to the kind of life I was leading, which made me leave

school and go to work for the WRL in San Francisco."
He talked about nonviolence as a way of life, about hope, about two

worlds both existing just now, a waning world dominated by fear, an emerg-
ing world becoming more and more like a family. What I remember most
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vividly is not the content of what he had said so far but the impression he
made on me as he spoke without preparation from the platform. Listening
to him was like looking into clear water. I was experiencing a feeling I don't
remember having had in any other circumstances. I was feeling proud of
him as an American. I was proud, at the end of this conference, that this
man on the platform was American. As a matter of fact, it was hard to imag-
ine anyone whose looks, manners, and virtues were more American than
Randy Kehler's. That was what was recalling to me a sense, not so familiar
lately, of national pride. The auditorium was filled with people from all over
the world. I was thinking as he spoke, I'm glad these foreign visitors are hav-
ing a chance to hear this. He's as good as we have.

At that moment he brought me out of my reverie by saying something
with a catch in his voice. He had just said, "Yesterday our friend Bob went
to jail." He had to pause for a moment. He cleared his throat. Evidently he
had tears in his eyes. He smiled and said, "This is getting to be like a wed-
ding we had a month ago, when Jane and I were married on the beach in
San Francisco, because I always cry a lot." After a moment he went on, in a
steady voice. "Last month David Harris went to jail. Our friends Warren
and John and Terry and many others are already in jail, and I'm really not
as sad about that as it may seem. There's something really beautiful about it,
and I'm very excited that I'll be invited to join them very soon."

Again he had to pause. The audience seemed taken by surprise. A scat-
tering of applause began, then suddenly swelled, and people began to stand
up. But he was going on, and people stopped applauding, continuing to
rise, in silence. "Right now I'm the only man left in the San Francisco WRL
office because all the others have gone to prison already, and soon, when I
go, it will be all women in the office. And that will be all right. . . . I think
I know that, and I think Bob and David know that, but there's one other
reason why I guess I can look forward to jail, without any remorse or fear,
and that's because I know that everyone here and lots of people around the
world like you will carry on."

The whole audience was standing. They clapped and cheered for a long
time. I stood up for a moment with the rest, but I fell back into my seat,
breathing hard, dizzy, swaying. I was crying, a lot of people must have been
crying, but then I began to sob silently, grimacing under the tears, shoulders
shaking. Janaki was to talk next, but I couldn't stay. I got up—I was sitting
in the very last row in the amphitheater—and made my way down the back
corridor till I came to a men's room. I went inside and turned on the light.
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It was a small room, with two sinks. I staggered over to the wall and slid

down to the tile floor. I began to sob convulsively, uncontrollably. I wasn't
silent anymore. My sobbing sounded like laughing, at other times like
moaning. My chest was heaving. I had to gasp for breath.

I sat there alone for more than an hour without getting up, my head
sometimes tilted back against the wall, sometimes in my hands, without
stopping to shake from my sobbing. I had never cried like this before ex-

cept, more briefly, when I learned that Bobby Kennedy was dead. A line
kept repeating itself in my head: We are eating our young.

I had not been ready to hear what Randy had said. I had not been braced
for it. When he mentioned his friends who were in prison and remarked
that he would soon be joining them, it had taken me several moments to
grasp what he had just said. Then it was as though an ax had split my head,

and my heart broke open. But what had really happened was that my life
had split in two.

We are eating our young, I thought again, sitting on the floor of the
men's room in the second part of my life. On both sides of the barricades
we are using them, using them up, "wasting" them. This is what my coun-

try has come to. We have come to this. The best thing that the best young
men of our country can do with their lives is to go to prison. My son,

Robert, was thirteen. This war would still be going on when he turned eigh-
teen. (It was.) My son was born to face prison. Another line kept repeating
itself in my head, a refrain from a song by Leonard Cohen: "That's right, it's

come to this, yes, it's come to this. And wasn't it a long way down, ah, wasn't
it a strange way down?"

After about an hour I stopped sobbing. I stared blankly at the sinks
across from me, thinking, not crying, exhausted, breathing deeply. Finally I
got up and washed my face. I gripped the sink and stared at the mirror.
Then I sat down on the floor again to think some more. I cried again, a cou-

ple of times more, briefly, not so violently. What I had just heard from

Jlandy had punthe questioninjny^mind, What could I do, what should I
bedoing, to help end the war now_that^I_was_ready to go to prison jorjt?

No transition peri6d~occurred, during which I asked if I was willing to
go to prison to help end the war. That didn't come up as a question; it

would have answered itself. I knew myself from Vietnam. jjaad^nsked_rrr£
hf£_ojtvworse,rnyj3p^ly^jny legs, a thousand times driving the roads there or

walking in combat. If I_could do that when I believed in the waj^and even
after I didn't, it followed sehj-evidently that I was capable of going to prison
to help end it.
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Might some action that risked prison help shorten the war? Obviously
Randy thought so. That came close to being a good enough answer. Besides,
I could have little doubt, from my own experience in the moment, that he
was right. I had just felt the power of his action on_my_heart. As of this^

evening, I realized that I had the power and the freedom to act thejarne_way.
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Extrication

I returned fromjjayerfordby way of Washington, where I stopped to
pick up another eight volumes of the McNamara study from the Wash-

ington Rand office to bring home to Santa Monica. I had postponed read-
Ing the earliest studies covering the years 1945 to 1960, assuming initially

that they weren't very relevant to the current situation. That was a mistake,
for me as a reader. Now I read them as confirming—with official, classified

U.S. government internal documents—what I had just read in accounts by
French journalists and historians. No other volumes of the papers—the
later ones held few surprises for me—had so great an impact on my per-

spective toward the war.

But for me, injidjdition_tothe moral conclusions I'vcexEisi££^' tnere

were also conceptual and tactical conclusions to be_drawn_£rQrn. this_ new
reading in September. These not only complemented my earlier research

but led to a new conviction on howjhis steady course of history might be

changed in the months_ahead. On the one hand, tK^e^idiri^clpsed^n^
book for me on the quagmirernyth, the notion that presidents had been

rnisIeS^FcnticaT turning points by unrealisticopflmismTin tKeir civil and
military advisers. It was clear that Harry Truman, in his decision to support
the French directly in May 1950 (after years of knowingly allowing Ameri-

;̂an aid" to beTSed indirectly to support the war), must, like each of his four
successors, in similar situations, take heavy personal responsibility for the

Likewise, Eisenhgwgr^suprjorjtjdter i^4~of a police state dedicated to
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silencing, jailing, or exterminating every political figure in Vjetnam^J^omr
munist and others, who called for observance of the provisions of the Geneva
Accords for elections and unification ensured thatarmed
resume. We had no more right to win tha^trugglejlianjhe Frenchjiad
had, andjthatjvas zero. Moreover, though like the French with U.S. assis-
tance, we could prolong it year by year,

j^That last point, on prospects, had been presented by authoritative advis-
ers to every president from Truman on. Each had been told ofjthe likeli-
hood that his chosen approach (and, as sjjm^jidvisers jold each of them.

jmy aDDroach) would be stajematedjnd would at best postpone departure
and defeat. That had been my own message at intermediate levels each year
since 1966, but every president since 1946 had heard it personally from
sources far more authoritative than I. Yeti each pf_dl£m-liad-£hQsen to "sol-

I- ...... - I.I....... I II ,.„_,, __ .̂. -- n- ^ _____ ^-™U~r~

dier on," deceiving the public on what he was doing and what he had been
told its prospects were.

Better internal forecasts at moments of decision would not reliably have
made a difference to presidential choices. As I had hoped and expected, in
March 1969 President Nixon had gotten a ration of realism from the unco-
ordinated answers to NSSM-i perfectly adequate for him to have chosen a
different course from the one Halperin had revealed to me in August. On
the basis of the record ever since 1946, "telling truth to presidents" privately,
confidentially-— what I and my colleagues regarded as
and greaffjt_jj£p_ortunity we could imagine to serve our country — looked
entirely uupjUJnisiixg- as, a Way to end our war in and on Vietnam.

That conclusion challenged the premises that had guided my entire
professional career. To read the continuous record of intelligence assess-
ments and forecasts for Vietnam from 1946 on was finally to lose the delu-
sion that informing the executive branch better was the key to ending the
war — or to fulfilling one's responsibilities as a citizen. It appeared that only
if power were brought to bear upon the executive branch from outside it,
with the important secondary effect of sharing responsibility for later events
more broadly, might the presidential preference for endless, escalating stale-
mate rather than "failure" in Vietnam be overruled. "Inside" consulting and
advice,_as in the Rand mode, or the normal_£ractices of the broader^ "es-
tablishment" withheld from Congres^andj:h££ublic the facts^and authori-
gu^judgments needed for the self-confident exercise of s^ichjjjjower.
By that very silence — no matter how frank or wise the "private" counsel —
it supported and participated in the structure of inordinate, unchallenged
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executive power that led directly in circumstances like Vietnam to its rigid,
/ /desperate, outlaw behavior. To absorb and act on that perception looked

( inconsistent with remaining long at Rand, to which I'd returned with

the desire and expectation of staying the rest of my professional life.
That wasn't all. Along with their implications of the illegitimacy of our

policy and thus the urgency of changing it, the early volumes of the Penta-
gon Papers confirmed for me what I had_begun to suspect with my reading

. of the subsequent volumes over the last two years: Thejiresident was part of

•yTcsfrTr" ~ th^jyroblem. This was clearly^ajmatter of his role, not of his personalityjK
® f~£jCf&- f _p_artyijAs I was beginning to see it, the concentration of power within the

executive branch since rld_Warjl had focused nearly all responsibility

I

for policy "failure" up_on one man, the president.
** him enormous capability to avert or postpone or conceal such personal fail-

II, .11— ^ i - i - - - ,„ i | ,i,.i .!-• •---"•—.. L, I - --,„ i ,,n,, - i _ _ - |',j. --—" i«im&im*

ure by means offeree and fraud. Confronted by resolute external resistance,
as in Vietnam, that_£ower could not fail to corrupt the human who held it,..

The only way to change the president's course wasJg_brin&jjrgssurg_on..
him from outside, from Congress and the public. The best chance of mobi-
lizing that was to give outsiders knowledge of Nixon's preferred course. Un-

fortunately I didn't have documents to prove what that was, to contradict
the deceptive gloss the White House could be expected to give it, presenting
it as a path toward total U.S. withdrawal with no prospect of escalation.

Without those documents, my account could only seem implausible, even
incredible. Halperin and Vann knew the truth, but it didn't even occur to
me to urge them to go public with what they had told me. They didn't have

documents, either, to back up such testimony, and indeed (like me) they
weren't supposed to know it and wouldn't want to compromise their confi-

dential sources. For the same reason it didn't enter my mind to reveal them
as sources, ending their careers. There were those who, knowing my own
general access, would give my views great credit, though as I expected (and

discovered) even they found what I was claiming "extreme," alarmist, almost
impossible to believe: that Nixon could be following a course so evidently
unrealistic, so foreseeably unpopular, in the post-1968 circumstances. None

of them of course had read the Pentagon Papers.
If the Ajnfr^omjxiople couldn't be shown documents that proved what

the president was about to do or hear accounts from current members of
the_^niinistiation, a next best approach seemedjto be to present them with

vPublic_recpmmendations by former officials with great authority or second-
_level analysts who could claim access to classified information, even if not

to current highest-level plans. In the first category were the sorts of notables
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that the Carnegie Endowment had gathered together in Bermuda two years

earlier. In the second were those among my Rand colleagues who had for

more than a year been pressing for extrication. Pe
our "expert" and "informed" views, we could get the first group to join us,

get fom^r_Denigcrarir officials to call for extrication. By do-

ing that openly, before Nixon hadkommitted himself jnjju^icjpjT

.secretly preferred course,jhey_cguld not only pressure him but assure him

credibly that they would share responsibilitvJ[qrjJK LWJthjJxawaL It was es-

pecially after completing my reading, that September, of the entire twenty-

three years covered by the McNamara study that I had come to see such an

assurance by potentially rival politicians as essential to a president's willing-

ness to face charges of "losing a war. "

Leaders within the Democratic opposition, including former officials,

would have to accept, against their instincts, both that extrication was now

the appropriate course and of overriding interest and that their own public

dissent from impending presidential policy was essential and worthwhile.
Even harder for them, they would have to take most of the blame for the

predicament that forced such a choice on the new president and convince
him of their willingness to share responsibility for shifting course and for its

consequences. This would not be easy to bring about. But it seemed to me
to be the task that most needed doing right now, and it was the one to
which I set myself.

Organizing pressure on the current president, in part by encouraging the
self-condemnation of his opposition, was inconsistent with the life of a

Rand analyst. It also looked designed to incur for me the hostility of the
leaders of two political parties, the Democratic and the Republican. After

my visit to Haverford, both these concerns appeared petty. It was beginning
to seem unlikely that I would ever be able to consult for a president of ei-
ther party again, up till now my highest ambition. But reading the Penta-

gon Papers on the disastrous behavior of four presidents in Vietnam, and
reflecting on my own experience with the fourth and now a fifth, suddenly
made that easy to accept. It had burned out of me the desire to work for
presidents, to be in any sense a "presidents man."

That might sound pretentious, considering the lowly levels at which I
had served. I had never, after all, so much as met a president (except once in
a receiving line, in 1967, when my friend and Saigon housemate Frank

Scotton got a medal from President Johnson for his innovative work with
the USIA). But even as a lieutenant in the Marine Corps I'd thought of my-
self as serving in a presidential guard, ready to fight wherever and whomever
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the president should decide. Lthink_sfljxip seJosa-OJEiesBonsibility directly to
the president, of working for him, is characteristic of most, or very many,
members of the executive branch. But that satisfaction died for me that

month, after what I had learned of five presidents' behavior in this particu-
/ lar generation-long war. I no longer identified with presidents, no longer

saw serving a president as the most desirable, or best, or most effective way,
to influence policy or to serve the public welfare.

However, with this disillusionment also came a new freedom. I would no
longer be awaiting a call from the White House or from any official serving

at the president's pleasure. That was^asjiberating, as expanding of options
of resistance, as my newfound willingness to go to prison if necessary. I now

round it~easyr~fo~cbntemplate_fgrms of OPĴ ^£^1:2LJ£Î H1O ?̂-!̂ Y tHat

were likely to bar me from future employment in the executive branch. Fear

of that particular penalty, not jail, was the ultimate deterrent that kept most,
of my colleagues, past and present, from considering political actions that

went beyonci a certain pointy. I was no longer held in line by that fear. From

their point of view, Iwas abouttobe^ome_^ngej]oja£t£_know.

In mid-September I told my colleague Konrad Kellen that I was now ready

to join with those at Rand who had been pressing for two years for a strat-
egy of unilateral extrication from Vietnam. I suggested we meet to discuss
what we should do, and he brought four others together in his office one af-

ternoon: Mel Gurtov, Paul Langer, Arnold Horelick, and Oleg Hoeffding.
Gurtov was an expert on China and Southeast Asia, Langer on Japan, and

Horelick and Hoeffding on Russia.

I told them what I had learned from Halp,eriri^and_yarjUB about Nixon's ,
policy. The president had tried the approach of proposing^ mutual with-

drawal in negotiations,_and that had failed. He seemed to be hoping that
this could still happen if we stayed long enough, but I didn't expect this,

and I didn't want to go on bombing and fighting while we waited for it._!__

now accepted the group's argument that the only way for us to get out of __
Vietnam was to get out unilaterally. Because Nixon hadn't spoken much

about TSTpoIicy since hehad announced his hopes for mutual withdrawal
in the spring, I thought there was still a chance to encourage him to take a

different path before the passage of time, more U.S. casualties, and his own
public pronouncements made him feel so personally responsible for the
outcome of the war that he couldn't accept less than success.

That was likely to happen, we all agreed, even with Clark Cliffpndjijuly
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I969proposal in Foreign^ Affairs (he was now out of office) to withdraw all
U.S. ground combat troops from Vietnam by the end of 1970, leaving the
evemual withdrawal oTlogistics, airlift, and air support units to be deter-
mined by later developments. Though it was in the right direction com-
pared with current strategy and went further than what any other public
figure had so far proposed, it wouldn't end the war, nor would it end direct
U.S. combat participation—with airpower—by any definite or foreseeable
time. HoweverTClirrord was right to propose that the United Statgsjhould
set a course toward disengageniaTTthatwas independent of the wishes or
the adaptations of either Saigon or Hanoi. But the others at the meeting
had wantecTforthelasttwo years to go further than he was proposing, and
I now agreed with them.

Thus far since King's death the only public figures who had been willing
to say to the government, Get outT^getTall the way out, had been counter-
culture^ activists like Abbie" Hoffman, radicals perceived as supporters of
North Vietnam, and advocates of direct action and civil disobedience.
What they called for was ignoredor discounted. In fact theirjidyooacyjgf i ,

complete withdrawal served to tar it andLto threaten mainstream figures / /
whomignt have^b'een tempted tojdiscussjt favorablyjwith the stigma of as- ( I
sociationwith them. The single closely reasoned and eloquent expression of
this approach had been a pamphlet by the historian and civil rights activist
Howard Zinn, Vietnam: The Logic of Withdrawal. But Zinnj powe£ful ar-
gument, which was~en3orse3nby Noam Chomsky in a review, didn't recruit
any allies among mainstream academics and intellectuals.

Former LBJ advisers who had become public critics of his policy, like
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Richard Goodwin, and John Kenneth,Galbraith,
had calledinJoh'rison'sTast year tor reducing our involvement, ending
bombing, and negotiations. But they chose to distance,.lhemselves from
and denigrate more "extreme" proposals; they all took pains to say that

Uiey^ wele^nbTprDpDsing, in fact opposed, simple "withdrawal." The same
''was true/or politicians like Eugene McCarthy, George McGovern, Frank
Church, and even Bobby Kennedy before his death. NoneTof these~had
gone beyond this so far in 1969; not much had been heard from them at all.
Whenthe^callecT for negotiations, they didn't say what their subject should
be or what outcome we should be prepared to accept. An earlier exception
had been a statement by Bobby Kennedy in early 1966 that we should deal
with the NLF in negotiations and that it should have a role in the future
government, butTKcTreaction from both the administration and the estab-
lishment had been so fierce that he backed off and didn't bring it up again
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in public. In early 1967 Bobby had urged this same proposal on President
Johnson in private, as had Robert McNamara a month later, but neither of
them had ever made their advice known to the American people or to Con-

gress after the president had dismissed it.
In this climate, if the new president were to do what I thought he ought

to do—for example, what Kennedy and McNamara had proposed pri-
vately, in the context of a plan to withdraw—he would have to get out pub-
licly in front of those establishment figures who had been most critical of
the war, risking that even they would attack him for taking too simplistic

and extreme an approach. It would be th
ship, a sharDchange in policy and a repudiation of near-sacred premises of

^gjggggfei-ju.. i •""*•"•""" •"•/•-.. ' _ ~~"

line cold war without his haying identified any allies with authoritative cre-
dentials. That seemed the last thing any president was likely to do.

The beauty, the power, and the purpose of the Rand analysts' making a
public statement along the same lines as the antiwar activists was that it

demonstrated that you didn't have to be a radical or a hippie, you didn't have
to Be unpatriotic or a fan of Hanoi, and above all, you didn't have to be ig-
norant oF classified information to advocate total and prompt U.S. disen-

gagement from the Vietnam War. Zinn and Chomsky could be written off
not only as "radicals" but as uninformed of the secret information available

to the president and his advisers. Rand "defense intellectuals," with clear-
ances and government contracts as Vietnam researchers and consultants,

could not.
We hoped our public statement would encourage opinion leaders in the

media and Congress who intuitively agreed with this approach but were not

Vietnam specialists to feel confident enough of its soundness to support it
openly. In the face of foreseeable charges by their colleagues that it was sim-
plistic and extreme and reflected innocence of the real considerations at

high policy levels, they could point to us for protection. Together with us,
they would give the same kind of confidence to members of the general

public and to their representatives in Congress. At a minimum, we could
arm_tQ_expand the range of respectable, responsible debate to include total
extrication as a legitimate option or position.

Even if Nixon didn't accept this approach in the next year, serious dis-

cussion and advocacy of it could help influence him to a much faster draw-

down of U.S. forces in Vietnam than he was now secretly planning, maybe
a schedule closer to what Clark Clifford had proposed in July (withdrawal

of all U.S. combat troops by the end of 1970). That wouldn't get us out, and
it was very much worse in our eyes than what we were proposing, but it was

a lot better than Nixon's current
adopted.
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a lot better than Nixon's current policy and more likely than ours to be
adopted.

I was happy to join in any such effort. Speed was important. We needed
to get our views into the public domain within weeks, before Nixon took
a public stand. Another consideration was that major demonstrations
against the war were planned for October 15. They were scheduled to take
place all across the country on the same weekday, cutting into the workday,
in a form of general strike. In lieu of that provocative description, the cam-
paign was being called the Moratorium. If these pressures were powerful,
Nixon would be reacting to them in the fall, either positively or negatively.
We should try to affect the positions expressed in the Moratorium, just
weeks away, as well as influence Nixon's response to them. We discussed a
variety of options, internal and external, formal and informal, to get our
thoughts out.

"We can only do it in a letter," someone in the group finally said. That
was the only way we could publish something outside Rand without going
through a formal clearance process. Even written comments we intended to
read at outside conferences were supposed to be cleared. According to cor-
porate rules, only spontaneous, unplanned remarks at such a conference or
a letter to a newspaper or journal (an odd loophole in the rules) could by-
pass clearance. I was dubious that a letter would be adequate for our pur-
pose. I thought we needed a. study that would lay out the facts as we saw
them and present our argument more exhaustively than a brief letter could
do. A letter just wouldn't be convincing to anyone who didn't already agree
with us.

"It's a letter or nothing," the others said. If we invited a process of secu-
rity clearance, the argument would be made that we were indirectly basing
our position on classified data to which we had had access. To a certain ex-
tent this was true. We even wanted it to be understood that we had indeed
seen such official data. But ironically, the realities from which we were
drawing our conclusions were known to most people in tEe; world?TRey
were hidden only from those who believed the public lies of the U.S. gov-
ernment/rhe secret we were exposing, that we wanted to expose, was that
the data privately available to the government did not invalidate the realis-
tic knowledge and conclusions that most people outside our government al-
readyshared, abou^the folly ofjjur hopelessly stalemated involvement.

What needed revealing was that it was possible to have pursued a career
as a sophisticated, expert, informed, responsible government researcher and
consultant with access to the same estimates and plans and inside dope that
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high government officials relied on, and also to have reached the same con-
clusion as Abbie Hoffman and a growing number of observers around the

world without special information: that the place for the United States to
be, relative to Vietnam, was out.

A letter could do that. It didn't need a lot of argument; it didn't need to
convince people who were resistant to the conclusion. It would serve an im-
portant function if it just gave some confidence to the many who already
agreed with it and if it got the notion at last onto the agenda of the public
debate as a serious, "responsible" alternative. Gurtov and Kellen volun-

teered to work on a first draft, and we made a date to meet again and go
over it.

Meanwhile I started work on a second letter of my own, not for pub-
lication but to the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, which had

called together a group of consultants and former officials to try to influ-
ence President Johnson's policy two years before. I wanted the group or one
much like it to meet again, to the same end, extrication, as our letter from

Rand (though not to be bound to our same proposal). I called Joe Johnson,
the head of the Carnegie Endowment. He sounded encouraging and
told me to write a letter with my proposal to Charles Bolte, the executive
director.

This was a much longer and more analytical letter, because I actually

wanted to persuade these readers, all former (and, they mostly hoped, fu-
ture) high-level insiders, to do something that was strongly against their in-
stincts: to bring public pressure to bear on an incumbent president.

Nevertheless, I took the chance of using language in my closing appeal that
I knew risked putting them off, because I wanted to convey the sense of an
unusual sort of challenge and urgency. I proposed that a group be convened

to declare a policy "aimed unconditionally at U.S. extrication," and that
discussion within the group should be limited to proposals that had that
clear character. I ended:

There should by now be an extreme burden of proof upon any proposal that

might compromise the certainty of ceasing the—to use precise, necessary
words—bloody, hopeless, uncompelled, hence surely immoral prolongation of
U.S. involvement in this war.

The wording of that final sentence of the letter, especially the adjective
"immoral," was anything but casual, and it did not go unnoticed at the

other end. Bolte told me later that Joe Johnson had read the letter carefully
and brought it back to him, pointing at the word "immoral." He said to

Bolte, "We can't invite Ellsberg to ;
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Bolte, "We can't invite Ellsberg to any more of our meetings. He's lost his
objectivity."

I sent many copies of my letter to past members of Carnegie study groups
and to other high officials of the Johnson administration and Democratic
members of Congress. The response from all was essentially that of Carnegie's
executive committee, which was that it was "hard to see anything useful" the
endowment could contribute at this moment. The other establishment in-
dividuals agreed that there was nothing to do just now; it wasn't the time.

My own feeling was that there clearly was something they could usefully
do and that time was running out. I wanted "clear, uncompromising, con-
scientious statements of dissent to the present course of Administration pol-
icy" before the president, any day now, committed himself publicly to that
course. For the effect I wanted, some of these statements had to come pre-
cisely from Democrats, above all former Johnson officials who would
thereby be providing Nixon with protective, bipartisan cover. They needed
to give the Republican administration as strong assurance as possible
against attack by their opposition party for a change in course that might
otherwise be challenged as an abandonment of a Kennedy-Johnson "com-
mitment."

For that they needed to go beyond dissent. What they could "usefully
do," in fact what was essential if the policy was to change, was to acknowl-

' ' —_ ,i..,.-,._. ••-•*• '— ' " - .,..„

edge, at last, before the American peopkytheir own responsibility for the
misguided and failed policy of the past and present. They had to show
readiness to share with the new president responsibility for changing it and
for any consequences that might follow.

I decided to make this argument directly to the two Democrats, former
officials in the Johnson administration, I thought most likely to respond to
my appeal. I knew they both wanted strongly to see the United States out
of Vietnam. They were both on the Democratic Policy Advisory Commit-
tee, a key group formulating the party's platform and policy, so they were in
a position to line up top Democrats for what I had in mind if they agreed.
To the one I called first, I outlined what I thought had to be addressed to
Nixon, in a public statement by former officials who had in fact shared re-
sponsibility for the Vietnam involvement that Nixon had inherited, if he
was to be induced to end it.

I told him what I'd come to believe from a tactical point of view. I didn't
think any president who expected to be held solely accountable for the out-
come of a war would be willing to end it with less than success. That was
why public demonstration of an effective readiness to share responsibility



2 8 4 S E C R E T S

with him for a shift in course couldn't be delayed any longer. Before long
the continuation of the war would be so identified with his own term in of-
fice that he couldn't reasonably hope to escape primary responsibility for the

outcome. I knew that what I was asking was very hard to do, or even to con-
template, and that was why there was probably no precedent for it. I would

be happy to join in the statement myself, but what was really needed was a
declaration by people of much higher status, like him. I said, "You don't
have to use these words, but this is the real substance of what has to b"e said:

'Mr. President, this is not your war. This is our war. Don't make it yours. We
made the mistakes that got us in. Don't make those same mistakes. Get us
out. We will stand with you if you do.' "

There was a silence on the other end of the phone. Then he said, "Dan,
we can't do that. Not now. It would mean the destruction of the Democra-
tic party. The Republicans would say.^Tou got us In,"and now you're pulling

the rug out.' Wgjd_be blarned for starting the war and then for losing it. It
would be another stab-in-the-back legend."

I argued a little further. I pointed out that there was a good deal of truth

to the charge that we had gotten the country in; didn't that give us an obli-
gation to take unusual steps to help get us out? But he was firm. He didn't
dismiss my logic, but the cost to the party would be just too great, and that

wouldn't be good for the country either. This wasn't the time. It was too
soon after these same officials had left office; it would sound like sour
grapes. (That was how the French had sounded to us in 1964: "What we

couldn't win, you can't win." But the French had been right!) What he was
really responding to, I think, was a sense that I was proposing that Demo-

crats take all the responsibility for an unwinnable war and most of the re-
sponsibility for losing it. That was pretty much what I was proposing. He
couldn't go along. Maybe at some later time, he said. As we hung up, I was
thinking, Later? Later would be too late.

It was beginning to occur _to_me^ from the reactions I was getting, that
there were Democrats who actually had some willingness, even preference,
to see~tEFwargoon for a while under Nixon until it did become "Nixon's

war." I suspected Aeyjv£rejs£aretly looking Jorward to that, to the time
when the failure was no longer their sole responsibility. Then—they might

be telling themselves—they could work with him to end it or, better yet,
follow his lead when he decided to seek their support in giving up. The ini-
tiative would come from him, from his own bitter experience, rather than

be triggered by their guilty admission. The trouble was, as I saw it, that an
appeal to them from Nixon to share responsibility for a change in policy

would never come later. Once it
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would never come later. Onc£JtJbad_become_Nixon's war he wouldn't be

willing to give up his^ hopes of some sort of success, whatever the Demo-

crats might be willing to say then. It would be too late. The war would go

_92j2LZ£i£§-
These somewhat bitter thoughts were confirmed when I called the sec-

ond person, who had been a White House aide to Lyndon Johnson. I had

talked with him several times when I came back from Vietnam, and we

seemed to be totally on the same wavelength. In early 1968 he had worked

closely with the first and with Clark Clifford to try to persuade President

Johnson to end the bombing of the North in order to get negotiations

started. I knew he was well wired into Democratic politics. I gave him the

same pitch and got the same reaction as before, almost the same words. He

ended dramatically: "Pjm^ifwe did what you suggest, there'd be a political

bloodbath such as you've never seen. And that means you and me, Dan."

I was shocked by his last words. I said, as evenly as I could, that he might

well be right about that. That would be a hard time for us. Bjutl_thought

we would just have to deal with that, as best we could. J_saidJL\vasn't will-

ing to protect my own political future, or the Democratic party's, at the cost

of more lives of American soldiers or Vietnamese. There was a bloodbath

going on right now, in Vietnam. I_wjaiildnVwant to think we'd prolonged

that for a day, or a month, or a year, just to save my political skin or his.

He made no reply. We said our good-byes and hung up.
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Murder and the

Lying Machine

on the morning of September 30 I got out of bed, opened my front

door to the Pacific Coast Highway, and picked up the

Times. As I usually did, I went back to the bedroom overlooking the beach
and got back into bed to read the paper.

The main story that day concerned what had become known as the

Green Berets, or Special Forces, murder case_in Vietnam. I had been fol-

lowing this story FoFweeEs, and it had appeared on the cover of every

newsmagazine. Since July the colonel in command of Special Forces in Viet-

nam, Robert Rheault, and five intelligence officers assigned to him had

been charged with premeditated murder and conspiracy to commit murder.

A sergeant and a warrant officer were being held with charges held in
abeyance.

The lead story by Ted Sell summarized the charges: "The victim in the

case was reported to be Thai Khac Chuyen, 31, a native of North Vietnam,

who had been employed by the Special Forces since December 1963. . . .

Information reportedly became available that Chuyen had taken part in

meetings with communist intelligence officers. After interrogation — both

with lie detectors and under the so-called truth serum sodium pentothal —

these charges were allegedly considered confirmed by Special Forces offi-

cers. On June 20, Chuyen was reported to have been shot, his body placed

in a weighted bag and the bag sunk in the South China Sea."
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The headline on Sell's story in the middle of the front page was MURDER

CHARGES AGAINST GREEN BERETS DROPPED BY ARMY. The Story read:

The Army Monday^overruled its field cpjnmamierjnJViemarn and.disrnis§e(i

murder charges against eight Greej]^£rejts_suspj:ctgd.of killing a Vjetnairiese

double agent.

The surprise action was ordered by Secretary of the Army Stanley R. Resor,

who only n days earlier had indicated he strongly felt the case should be

brought to trial.

Resor said he took the action on grounds the soldiers could not receive a

fair trial because the Central Intelligence Agency had refused to make wit-

nesses available. But it was apparentthFdEcision involved soul-searching at

higher levels. . . .

Sell explored two theories of the case: the first, that CIA operatives in the

field may have approved and then disapproved of the killing; the second,

that testimony by clandestine CIA operatives might reveal that the murder

of agents suspected of also working for the enemy was not uncommon,

hence singling out the soldiers was unfair.

On the first point, Sell reported later in the story: "Local CIA officials re-

portedly told the Army group to 'terminate with extreme prejudice'—a

phrase said to mean death. Then, according to other reports, the CIA re-

scinded that direction and urged that Chuyen not be killed. But by then,

according to the report, Chuyen was already dead."

Sell wrote that Resor appeared to be saying that "if the CIA refused to

present information regarding the alleged crime," the soldiers could not re-

ceive a fair trial, so charges had to be dropped. He didn't say, but it appeared

self-evident, that the CIA could not "refuse" to produce witnesses without

the backing of the president. Both Pentagon and White House spokesmen

denied any White House involvement in the process or the decision, but

this story (and all others) took it for granted that these denials were false.

(The diary of Nixon chief of staff H. R. Haldeman has recently confirmed

that all decisions were made by Nixon and Kissinger.)

Why had the unprecedented trial been brought by the army in the first

place? According to Resor: "I want to make it clear that the acts which were

charged, but not proven, represent a fundamental violation of Army regu-

lations, orders and principles. The Army will not and cannot condone un-

lawful acts of the kind alleged." As Resor repeatedly put it, "The Army

cannot condone murder." General Creighton Abrams, commander of U.S.

forces in Vietnam, who ordered the court-martial, took the same position:
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that he had no choice but to bring charges, given the evidence of murder.

There was some tension between this position and th
White House had chosen tojjop the unpopular charges; it appeared that
although the army could not condone murder, apparently the president

couId.
Yet if it were true that such murders were not uncommon but had never

before been brought to trial, the question remained, "Why had these
charges been brought at all?" Why this trial, in particular, when it seemed
especially likely to prove embarrassing to the administration and its war

policy? Resor's and Abrams's accounts of the motivations for prosecution
appeared inadequate—that is, untrue.

Later in his account Sell commented that "Abrams's motive in approving
a trial that would almost certainly focus attention on unseemly aspects of
the war in Vietnam was reported to be rage at having been told a lie. Ac-

cording to these reports, Rheault, or others, queried by Abrams's headquar-
ters about Chuyen, said that he was on a sensitive secret mission outside

South Vietnam when he was already dead."
An accompanying analysis by reporter Robert Donovan added that

Rheault himself had been initially misled on what had happened by intelli-

gence operatives under his command, including Captain Robert F. Marasco,
the alleged triggerman, and other captains, who had ordered subordinates
down to the sergeant and warrant officer to participate in a false cover story.

I lay on my bed and listened to the ocean and the gulls and thought
about what I had read. One aspect of it was the outrage by Democrats and

Republicans in the House and the Senate that American officers should ever
have been put under criminal charges, risking imprisonment, just for kill-
ing one Vietnamese civilian in cold blood. And there was a sense of unfair-

ness, of selective prosecution, in singling out these particular soldiers for a
kind of killing that was "not uncommon."

Donovan's report cited statements of approval of the dismissal by many

leading members of Congress. "I think this action by the secretary," said
Representative George Bush, "is a correct one and should prove significant
in helping the morale of our combat troops."

NevertKeless, Donovan noted, "It raised a serious moral question about
the right of soldiers to kill a prisoner in cold blood without a trial, if that is

indeed what happened, as has been charged. . . ."
Could killing under orders, in wartime, be murder? My infantry training

saidyes. Killing prisoners or civilians in your custody? For sure. It so hap-
pened that I had just come to a much broader answer to that question, to
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cover all killing in an unjust war like our war in Vietnam. I didn't expect
Army Secretary Resor or General Abrams to agree with me on that, but in
narrow circumstances like these, they had to. Yet if they didn't personally
condone an individual murder, they were taking part in a lot of lying about
the bringing and dismissing of charges of it. A vision forming in my mind
was what seemed to be the skeleton of the two stories I had just read: a lad-
der of lies about a murder case.

Actually the only time the word "lie" occurred in either story was in
connection with General Abrams's rage at being deceived, he thought, by
Colonel Rheault. But neither writer attempted to conceal his belief that of-
ficial untruth was not confined to this one incident. Following journalistic
practice, neither reporter attached the words "lie" or "untrue" to statements
by officials. They simply followed most of these statements with a contra-
dictory account, headed by locutions like "The fact that. . . suggests. . .";
"Hence, it appeared . . ."; "What appeared to have happened . . ."; "But it
was apparent. . . ." However, these euphemisms didn't conceal their judg-
ment on the truth value of official pronouncements. At the same time, it
was striking how nonjudgmental, how matter-of-fact the journalists were
about the existence of all these discrepancies, how much they took them for
granted, at every single level of the bureaucracy.

General Abrams himself, in Sell's and Donovan's accounts, was commit-
ted to a deceptive cover story; so were the secretary of the army and the^
president. Not onlyTZoIoneTRheault, but below him several majors, cap-

Tains, a warrant officer, and a sergeant had constructed the false cover story
given to AErams. That was pretty much the whole chain of command, civil-
ian and mTtitafy.

I lay in bed that Tuesday morning and thought: This is the system that I
have been working for, the system I have been part of, for a dozen years—
fifteen, including the Marine Corps. It^sasptem that lies automatically, at
every level from bottom to top—from sergeant to commander in chief—to
conceal murder.
"TTiaFHescnbed, as I had come to realize from my reading that month,

what that system had been doing in Vietnam, on an infinitely larger scale,
continuously for a third of a century. And it was still going on. I thought:
rm_not going to be part of it anymore. I'm not goingjojje part o£thisTy-
ing machimvthls cover-up, this murder, anymore.

It occurrecTto me that what I had in my safejatTEand was seven thousand »
pages of documentary evidence of lying, by four presidents and their ad- / /

"nunTsTrauolTs~BvSrTwe7ity-three years, to conceal plans and actions of mass //' '- — r -- -"~*~~-*f
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f I murder. I decided I would stop concealing that myself. I would_get_itout

f'i
I 1somehi

It would have to be copied. I couldn't do that at Rand or at a copy shop.
Maybe it was possible to lease a machine. I got out of bed and picked up the
phone in my living room and called a close friend, my former Rand col-

league Tony Russo. I said there was something I would like to discuss with

him. I'd be overshortly.

Tony had been part of the Rand VC Prisoner and Defector Interrogation

Study in Vietnam. I'd first met him briefly when I arrived in Saigon in 1965.
When we were back together in Santa Monica in 1968, he had often dis-

cussed with me, in his office just down the hall from mine, what he'd
learned from his interviews. He showed me a number of the transcripts,

some of them sixty single-spaced pages. Many of those he had talked to,
through interpreters, had impressed him very much by their^ patriotism
and dedication, their conviction of the Tightness of their cause. Even the

defectors, nearly all of whom had left for personal reasons or because of
the hardships of guerrilla life, had nothing negative to say about the cause
or their nationaljeaders. (Konrad Kellen, who had dealt with prisoner

interrogation material in World War II and Korea and defectors from East-
ern Europe, read hundreds of these transcripts for the Rand project and told

me he had never seen any like these. "Prisoners and defectors tell you what
they think you want to hear. These people, you can't get them to say any-
thing critical of their regime." His conclusion, which he urged me to pass
on to Kissinger, was that this was one adversary whose leadersh^andjiop-

ulation simply "could not be coerced." They could be annihilated but not

coerced.)
Tony had a degree in aeronautical engineering and had worked for

NASA before studying political science at Princeton. He had started out as
a cold warrior like me, but meeting the North Vietnamese and Vietcong

and hearing their stories had changed him. Jiejiad come not only to ad-
mire them as people but to believe they were right about the justice of their
omslTTreTnlalnTcrrocused on the injustice of ours, as I had come to see it by

lmcPi969. I hadn't had his face-to-face experience—I never knowingly en-
countered an actual member of the NLF—and I remained skeptical that

their hopes would be fulfilled if their well-justified nationalist struggle led

to a Stalinist regime, as I thought likely.
In any case, it wasn't nominally for his political views that Tony had been
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dropped from the Rand Economics Department, in effect fired. I had seen
only hints of his sympathy for the VC in our talks while he was still at Rand;
he didn't make it public or put it in writing. But it was what he did put in
writing, I was sure, that got him in trouble with our hawkish department
chairman, Charlie Wolf. He had written a careful statistical study of the ef-
fects on the population of our herbicide program, which was supposedly
addressed to denying food to the VC but had a much wider impact. Also,
from his personal observations of prisoners in custody, hejhad_exgpsed,iria
classified study, the widespread practice of beatings and torture of VC pris-
oners by ARVN captors and jailers, often with American advisers observing.
WolFdTdn't like these or another study Russo did on the relation of VC con-
trol to land tenure policies, and others at Rand worried about the reception
of these studies by our air force sponsors. I didn't yet know Tony on a per-
sonal basis when he told me that Wolf was firing him, but I had been im-
pressed by his work, and I told Charlie that I thought it was a mistake and
a real loss for the department. Charlie insisted that the decision was only for
budgetary reasons, though Tony seemed the only one affected.

After Tony left Rand, I started seeing him after work. I came to like him
more and more. He was funny, and he had a very original and creative
mind, and not just about the war. We became close friends. He had begun
reading radical analyses that presented our Vietnam policy not as an aber-
ration or misadventure but as being in line with unacknowledged U.S. ob-
jectives and covert activities elsewhere in the third world. Again, I wasn't
there yet; I hadn't done that reading (and didn't get to it till after the war).
But on September 30 I didn't have any doubt that this was one friencLjthe
only__one, I could tell what I wanted to do.

As I got dressed, I wasTEInTuhg aBout what was in the minds of the people
I'd just read about, the ones who'd done the lying and helped the killing. So
many of them had lied (and some of them may have helped kill) for no
other reason than that they'd been told to. They were ordered to lie, or kill,
by a boss. They were told it was for the good of the service, or the war, or
the administration, or the Special Forces, or their bosses, or to keep their
jobs. That was good enough For them; it was all they needed to know. I un-
derstood that. I'd been there, and I'd worked in those same offices. But
they'd been mistaken to have acted like that, just as I'd often been. Too Jong, tl
no longer.

A thought came into my head in the form of a rule: No one is ever go-
ing to tell me again that I have to lie, that I have a duty to lie, that it's all
right just because someone's telling me to do it. No one is going to say that
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and have me believe him, or think I have to obey him. I'm not going to lis-

ten to that anymore. It no longer has any authority for me.
j Lying to the public,jibout anything, but above all on issues of life ancL
;death, war and peace, was a serious matter; it wasn't something you could

j shift responsibility for. I wasn't going to do it anymore.
It came to me that the same thing applied to violence. No one else was

igoing to tell me ever again that I (or anyone else) "had" to kill someone,

that I had nochoice, that I had a right or~"a duty to do it that someone else

had decided for me.
This new principle, as I already thought of it, didn't answer all questions

about whether one should ever use violence or when, the questions I'd been
wrestling with ever since I met Janaki and began reading Gandhian and
Christian pacifists, but it did answer some. For example, about whether un^

questioningly to accept being^drafted. That wouldn't face me again, but it
might face myson Robert. I would tell my kids, I thought, that no one

could make it all right for them to carry a gun or shoot anyone just by
telling them they haiTto. That would have to be their choice, their entire re-

sponsibility,. It I everdid it again-—TwoulaTfell them, asTnow told myself—
it wouldbebecause I chose to do it or chose to follow such orders as the

right thing to do, not just because someone gave me an order. I would also
examine very critically my own reasoning for it. I would have to have bet-

ter reasons, which stood up better under a skeptical look, than I had in
j Vietnam. Responsibilityjbr killing or bein£readv toJdll was not something

I you could delegate to someone else, even a president.
Meanwhile, as I drove over to Tony's houseTT"was thinking how this

would fit in with what I was trying to do this month. Sickened, at last, as I
was by the lying machine, the simple act of exposing it wasn't an urgent pri-

ority. My concern was what the current lies (like the old ones, in this his-
tory) were about: what they were concealing, what they were facilitating. It

was bad that they indicated past killings to have been murder, but I per-
sonally had no interest in putting anyone on trial or behind bars. I certainly
wouldn't have"courted trial or a life behind bars myself to accomplish retri-

bution or just to set straight the historical record of Vietnam. My interest

was instopping^the ongoing killing, preventing murders in the months and

"years ahead. ~
At firstjt wasn't obvious that revealing the McNamara study to the pub-

lic would contribute to that at all, however educational it might be for the

way, I had begun to have new thought
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way, I had begun to have new thoughts that suggested that it might be use-
ful even in the short run.

It was true that the study didn't prove what needed to be exposed about
•• "• J— I , I__IL .1 . ______ • in" ' ' ' '" " * • ' - - . - .

Nixon's secret strategy: what Halperin had told me, what I'd passed on to
my Rand colleagues and to the establishment figures I had written recently.
But at the same time, it did strengthen the case for it, more than a little .Ji
showed that what I was c|ajrni^ Njxorrwas doing was essentially what his

predecessorjiad done. When I claimed he was prepared to mislead Con-
gress and the American people on what he was doing, what Tie was ready to

do, and what his real aims were, the study demonstrated thaifour of his_p_re:

decessors had done exactly that. Granted, he implied he had given up the
aims and priorities that they all had acted on, but the continuity the study

revealed raised questions about that, to say the least, questions Congress
might be persuaded to pursue.

Simply revealing the McNamara study would not end the war or come
cloj>e_toTt.J3ut: jjfcpuld helpTand in my present mood thatwas j ustificatiqn__
enough. If I could get this out — ideally, if there were hearings in Congress
based on it, with witnesses under subpoena and oath, or if it could be pub-

lished otherwise — Nixon would have^to_worry thatjhis secret policy
couldn't be protected from debate and skeptical challenge^ In effect, I could

Tiope for the same effect I'd sought eighteen months earlier, with my leaks
to the New York Times. It would warnapresident that his policy had lost

the assurance of invisibility. He might be induc£d to give it up.
Now that I wafTthinking positively about this project, it occurred to me

there was another way these studies could be helpful. They would make it
much easier for Nixon, the new president, the Republican, to blame the war
on the Democrats. After all, the Democrats pretty much deserved the blame

XeveriiT~EKeTrniotive had been largely to avoid domestic attacks by right-
wingers like Nixon himself!). He wouldn't have to change course, to disown
his own prior support of the war, as vice president and when out of office.

He could say that the Democrats had screwed it up irrevocably, beyond re-
pair; it was now too late to do anything but clear the decks of their mess.
That wasn't far from the truth (though I felt sure that the mess would have

been even worse if Nixon had won in 1960 and had done what he'd recom-
mended all these years), and if that's what it took to get him off his present
intentions, that was fine with me. I knew some Democrats who wouldn't

triank' me tor tms, tiut as rar as iTwas concerned^ u*wus'n~ina!ter~ar'pTK/rrdf>lsr
I had made a serious effort to get some of them to volunteer to share the re-
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sponsibility for getting out by taking the blame for getting in. So far, no vol-
unteers. Nixon wouldn't thank me either. But if the hidden history in the
McNamara study could make the American people even more disgusted
with the war than they already were, and at the same time make it easier for

Nixon to claim that he was cutting losses that the Democrats had incurred,
itjnight tip the balance for him toward accepting a "disguised defeat" rather-

than prplongingjhe war.
I'd told Tony before that I'd worked on a study in Washington about

Vietnam decision making, but I hadn't talked about what was in it until, as

it happened, just a couple of weeks earlier, one afternoon on the beach be-
hind my house. He had been describing a pattern of lying about the defec-
tor project by some of his superiors and about the nature of the war at low

levels in the government, and I'd said that the study I was reading in Wash-
ington revealed the same thing at the highest levels. I didn't tell him, and he

didn't guess, that it was the McNamara study or that I had access to it in

Santa Monica. Tonysaid: "You ought to put that out."
It was an unusual thing for him to say and for me to hear, people who had

had clearances didn't tell other people with clearances that they ought to leak
something. Tony didn't know of my leaks to the Times a year and a half ear-

lier; I hadn't told anyone. But I wasn't shocked at his suggestion. In his pres-
ent situation, away from Rand, it was natural for him to think of it (just as it

was natural for him earlier not to have thought of taking his own classified
reports with him when he left Rand), jj^knewjjhat now I shared his state of
mind about the war, which was that it was a time for acts of resistance.

Compared in effectiveness even with the Rand letter I was helping draft,

and my other overtures to Democrats, Tony's comment had scarcely struck
me as worth considering. The McNamara studies hadn't seemed sufficiently

relevant to this crisis. They^iHlTotlTirig^b^urlthTnew'' Nixon as presi-
dent, and they endgd[orrMarc1i~3i,"1968, under LBJ. Nixon had just won
an election precisely on the claim that he~had grown during his years out

of office and, more plausibly, that he had no intention of following the
obviously failed policies of the past. What I needed, and lacked, were
documents that disproved that. If Mort had given me, in Washington in
late August, a document demonstrating what he believed about Nixon's

policy, I would have put it in the hands of Senator Fulbright or the New

York Times, or both, before I ever went to Haverford. I didn't have that

proof, and the McNamara study wasn't a substitute.
But two weeks later the overtures to Democrats had gone nowhere, and

our letter might or might not ever get out. Meanwhile in those two weeks I

had finished reading the earliest seel
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had finished reading the earliest sections of the study, on the origins of the
war. The L.A. Time^sto^A^tmoming, on top of all thejnfluences o£the
past month, had tipped mej3y.ex_die edge, IJelt_ready to go to prison just to
expose lies about murder. Once I began really to think about it, I started to
see that it might actually be useful to make this history public—if it could
be done fast, before the president made it Nixon's war. Within weeks, by all
signs, the president would go one way or another. These documents weren't
as good as I might have wished for the job of influencing that choice, but
along with the letter from Rand, they were what I had. It was time to cast
my whole vote.

When I got to Tony's apartment, I said to him, "You know the study I told
you about a couple of weeks ago? I've got it at Rand, in my safe, and I'm go-
ing to put it out." As I expected, Tony didn't need to be asked to help. He
said, "Great! Let's do it." He didn't wait to hear the reasoning I'd just come
through on the way over. I'm not sure I ever did discuss it with him; it
wasn't necessary. I told him the study was very long and would take a lot of
work to copy. I wanted to give a copy to the Senate or maybe the newspa-
pers. Did he happen to know where we could get hold of a Xerox machine?
He said he did. He had a girlfriend, Lynda Sinay, who owned a small ad-
vertising company. He called her while I was there, and she said it would be
fine for us to use her machine after hours. We could start the next night.


