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This guide has three parts.  Part I gives you some sense for how to identify books and articles dealing with the subject and also tells you about some of the oral history interviews available on the internet.  Part II gives you information about primary sources available online;  in particular, it explains in some detail how to use the Kennedy tapes.  Finally, Part III provides you with a list of all the Kennedy tapes relating to Vietnam for 1963, tells you about some of the transcripts of excerpts from those tapes that have been made available, and provides links to documents related to those particular meetings (especially notes of those meetings).

I. SECONDARY SOURCES AND ORAL HISTORIES
If you are working on this topic, the first thing you should do is familiarize yourself with the main works by historians and others dealing with this topic.  One very important guide to that literature has been posted on the internet:  Edwin Moïse’s Vietnam War Bibliography.  The annotations there are of particular interest.  The section on “Temporary Peace and Renewed War” covers the Kennedy period.  You’ll notice superscripts in red appended to the section titles.  Those superscripts indicate the number of sources in that section that are available online;  direct links are provided in the bibliography.  Moïse also provides you with links to transcripts of about 18 oral history interviews dealing with the period.  Various other oral histories are listed on the Kennedy Library website (William Bundy, McGeorge Bundy, Chester Cooper, George Ball, John Kenneth Galbraith and so on);  transcripts for many of them are available online. To narrow the list down to oral histories related to the Vietnam War, click “more” under “Subject” on the left, then click “Vietnam War”;  or just click here.  Some, but not all, have transcripts available online.  The Dean Rusk oral history is available on the Lyndon Johnson Library website.
David Anderson’s 68-page annotated bibliography on the United States and the Vietnam War, chapter 23 in Robert Beisner, ed., American Foreign Relations since 1600:  A Guide to the Literature, vol. 2 (Santa Barbara: ABC Clio, 2003), is also worth looking at if you are new to the subject.  This bibliography lists a number of articles surveying the historical literature on the subject. Note also another work by Anderson, The Columbia Guide to the Vietnam War  (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002) [DS557.5 .A54 2002], esp. pp. 37-42, and the bibliographical essay John Prados prepared in conjunction with the Digital National Security Archive document collection on U.S. policy on Vietnam in the 1954-68 period.
II. PRIMARY SOURCES

There is a vast amount of primary source material available online.  Here are the main sources:
1. FRUS: United States, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961-1963.  Four volumes deal with Vietnam:

vol. 1 (1961)

vol. 2 (1962)

vol. 3 (Jan.-Aug. 1963)

vol. 4 (Aug.-Dec. 1963)

Each volume is keyword-searchable.  Sometimes the links to particular documents don’t work, in which case you might want to use the version available through HeinOnline (through subscribing libraries only) or use the hard-copy version.  At UCLA, unless it has been checked out,  that volume will be available in YRL.  There is a second collection, this one non-circulating, available in the Law School library.  Please note that you do not have to limit your search to these four volumes.  One can also do a keyword search for “Vietnam” (and similar terms) in the other volumes in the Foreign Relations series for 1961-63, all available on this website.

2. Pentagon Papers. When the full 7000-page report was fully declassified in 2011, about a third of it was made available for the first time.  Not just that, but 80% of the supporting documentation, all of which is available here, had not been included in previously published versions of the Pentagon Papers (although much of it had been published in FRUS).  Links to pdf’s of the full report plus supporting material are on the “Pentagon Papers” webpage in the National Archives website;  for the Kennedy period, see especially Part IV(B) (in five parts) and Part V(B)(4) (in two parts).  Older scholarly studies generally provide references to one of those earlier versions (which are paginated differently), and if you would like to check those citations, you should know that those earlier versions are also available online.  Ed Moïse’s guide to the Pentagon Papers has links to that material. The “Cross-Edition Index to the Pentagon Papers,” available online, might also be useful if you’re working with more than one version.
3. NSA and DNSA:  The National Security Archive has a few “electronic briefing books” relating to this subject available on its website.  The EBB’s have a useful introduction to the topic they deal with, descriptions of the set of documents (and sometimes clips from tapes) they include, and links to facsimile copies of the documents themselves: 

JFK and the Diem Coup, by John Prados (Electronic Briefing Book No. 101, November 2003) (29 documents)

Kennedy Considered Supporting Coup in South Vietnam, August 1963, by John Prados (Electronic Briefing Book No. 302, December 2009) (16 items, inc. audio clips)
Intelligence and Vietnam: The Top Secret 1969 State Department Study  (Electronic Briefing Book No. 121, May 2004) (596-page study)

The documents in these EBB’s are generally drawn from the much fuller collection of material available (through subscribing libraries) in the U.S. Policy in the Vietnam, 1954-68 collection on the Digital National Security Archive website.  
4. Declassified Documents Reference System [DDRS] (subscription service, also generally available through university libraries).  Good for searching for documents referred to in footnotes which cannot be found either in FRUS or in the DNSA.
5. CIA material:

(a) CIA Vietnam collection. Contains 24 National Intelligence Estimates and Special National Intelligence Estimates from the Kennedy period.

(b) Declassified CIA history:  CIA and the House of Ngo, by Thomas Ahern
(c) CIA’s Center for the Study of Intelligence, CIA and the Vietnam Policymakers: Three Episodes, 1962-1968, by Harold Ford; also available on the DNSA website (http://nsarchive.chadwyck.com/home.do), item VW01559 (direct link).  


(d) US Intelligence and Vietnam, by General Bruce Palmer

(e) CIA and the Generals, by Thomas Ahern
6. Declassified material on the Office of the Secretary of Defense/Joint Chiefs of Staff Freedom of Information Act [OSD/JCS FOIA] website: 
The South Vietnam Crisis of 1961 Development of the First Presidential Program 

The South Vietnam Crisis of 1961 Part II, Genesis of the Second Presidential Program
The first volume in the three-part series The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the War in Vietnam, 1960-1968, which covers the Kennedy period, is not on the DOD/OSD FOIA website yet (parts 2 and 3 are available there), but you can download it clicking here. 

7. State Department files on Vietnam, 1960-63, guide to microfilm collection 
8. Macmillan Papers: An important British source covering this period, the Macmillan Cabinet Papers, 1957-1963, is available on the Adam Matthew website through subscribing libraries.  Another version of this collection is available on CD-ROM, owned by at least ten U.S. university libraries, and which you might be able to get through Inter-Library Loan.   This collection’s name is somewhat misleading:  it includes not just Cabinet records, but also some important files from the records of the Prime Minister’s office (PREM 11).

9. Kennedy tapes and transcripts: General information about this extraordinary source is available on the website of the Presidential Recordings Project at the Miller Center [MCPRP] at the University of Virginia.  All of the tapes have been posted on the MCPRP’s website and are available there in three formats.  For the lists, and links to the audio files, click here.  The tapes are organized by date, and then file tape number.  The tapes for May 1963 on are also available on the Kennedy Library [JFKL] website; for the links, see the “Guide to President’s Office Files collection” below.

To find out what is in each tape, there are three finding aids on the JFKL website:
Presidential recordings finding aid (18-page) (Nov. 2009; lists tape open as of that date) (downloaded version)
Recording logs (191-page) (prepared Nov. 2009, but updated to include some but not all tapes released after that date). (downloaded version)
Guide to President’s Office Files collection, JFKL.  Click into “List of Series,” and then click into the link for “Presidential Recordings.”  Beginning with Tape 85 (May 1963) and continuing through Tape 121 (Nov. 20, 1963), the last tape for the Kennedy period, this guide currently (May 2012) provides you with direct links to the webpage for each tape when it exists, which in turn contains the recording itself.  The tab for “related records” on the webpage for a particular tape does not, as you might suppose, give you information about other records of the same meeting.  It instead shows how the tape is broken down into sub-tapes dealing with specific topics.  (By clicking the “+” key in the listing in the main guide, you can also see how the tape is broken down into segments, even when no special webpage has been set up for a tape.  This will help you go directly to the specific parts of the tapes that deal with the question that interests you—or at least to estimate where in a long tape the discussion you’re interested in can be found.  Transcripts, when available, can be seen by clicking into the tab for “transcripts” when it exists.  The guide also lists the dictation belts (mostly of phone conversations) and provides links to the recordings (and transcripts) for all of them;  the dictabelts, however, have very little on Vietnam. 

The webpage for each tape tells you who is speaking, and—if you’re not familiar with the voices of the speakers—this will help you figure out who is saying what.  The written records of those meetings will also help you identify particular voices. 
Note also that the Miller Center lists for 1962 and for January-May 1963 mentioned above also give you some sense for which subjects are covered in each tape, and often for where the discussion of a particular topic begins.  The MCPRP lists for the remainder of the Kennedy period do not, however, provide that information.

The first two finding aids listed above are somewhat out-of-date.  According to a January 2012 press release from the Kennedy Library, all the tapes are now open (with some excisions made for both national security and privacy reasons), and indeed the last few tapes, left unnumbered in the logs and the finding aid, have now been given numbers (119 through 121).  Suppose you wanted to get more information about what has been released since 2009 than was included in those two finding aids.  You could look at the third guide to see if a webpage has been set up for that tape yet—and you’ll note from what I said above that only some have.  Or, on the off-chance that the tape’s been posted but has not been listed in the online guide yet, you could try searching for that webpage directly, by logging into http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-XXX.aspx, where “XXX” is the three-digit tape number.  (For tapes listed below 100, be sure to include one or two zeros before the number so you have a total of three digits.)  

You might be able to get more information about the tapes listed on the first finding aid as related to Vietnam but not included in the recording logs by going through the JFKL’s press releases to see which tapes relating to Vietnam were released for that post-November 2009 period. To quickly identify those press releases, you could do an advanced Google search for items containing the words “Vietnam” and “recordings,” and limited to the domain http://www.jfklibrary.org/About-Us/News-and-Press/Press-Releases/.   This search generates about twenty hits.  Three of the most interesting press releases of this sort are noted in the list of specific tapes below.
If you’re interested in actually listening to a particular tape, you have a number of options.  The best version is on a cd which you can buy from Kennedy Library.   The price is given at the end of each log, and an order form is also provided at the end of the Recording logs list.  A number of versions are also available online.  Many of the tapes, as noted above, are available on the JFKL website.  The sound quality is relatively good, and they are also broken down into segments dealing with particular subjects, which makes this version relatively easy to use.

All of the tapes have been posted on Miller Center website.  Those Miller Center tapes are available in three separate formats.  MP3 and WAV formats are easily downloadable and can be played on most players (Windows Media, RealPlayer, etc.), so you can listen to them whenever and wherever you like.  The Miller Center tapes are also available in FLAC format, with considerably better sound quality, but to play it you have to VLC media player (free download) or equivalent. 

Note that particular numbered tapes are broken down into segments, but the Miller Center and the JFKL have very different ways of doing this.  Thus the version of tape 96 (197 minutes in all in the original, covering various meetings held from July 3 to July 9, 1973) available on Miller Center website has four parts:  96.1, 96.2, 96.3, and 96.6.  On the JFKL website, if you click the tab for “related records” on the webpage for tape 96, you’ll see it’s broken down into six segments, only the second of which deals with Vietnam.  You might think this corresponds to what the Miller Center lists as tape 96.2, but that in fact is not the case.  (It seems, in fact, that the Miller Center system is based on the original system, in which tapes were broken by reel number;  thus the Miller Center’s 96.1 was a copy of the original tape 96, reel 1.)  

Since the Miller Center MP3 version is readily downloadable and you thus might want to use it for certain purposes, how should you proceed if you wanted to use it?  The answer is quite simple.  You can see, by clicking into the link for the first segment on the JFKL webpage, that that segment lasts for 33 minutes.  That means that the second segment, the one dealing with Vietnam, can be found about 33 minutes into the Miller Center’s tape 96.1, which is about an hour long.  In that way, you wouldn’t have to slog through the part of the tape you’re not interested in.
You’d of course want to listen to a particular tape in conjunction with whatever other record of that meeting you can get, from FRUS, from a NSA EBB, or whatever, as well as with an eye to what historians have said about that particular meeting and its context.  To follow what’s being said most effectively, it helps to have a transcript, but as of now very few transcripts are available.  When a transcript is available online on the JFKL website, you’ll see a tab for “transcript” between the “about audio” and “related records” tabs on the tape webpage.  At present (May 2012), none of the tapes relating to Vietnam (see list below) have transcripts on their webpages.  The dictabelts have transcripts, but as far as I could tell only the last one (the final item on the list below) is related to Vietnam.  Some (often slightly different) transcripts of phone conversations are also available on the Miller Center website.
The MCPRP will eventually be publishing transcripts of the tapes relating to Vietnam.  Their current policy is to make those transcripts available online when they’re published.  Three volumes of transcripts from the Kennedy tapes, dealing mainly with the Berlin and Cuban crises, are already on their website:  The President Recordings: Kennedy, vols. 1-3  (in pdf format; keyword searchable). 
The Miller Center also has made available a number of audio clips taken from the tapes. A list provides you with links that allow you to listen to those clips and follow along with a synchronized transcript. They deal with topics like Sino-Soviet split; nuclear weapons; Cuban missile crisis; and two that relate specifically to Vietnam:  Vietnam; Kennedy withdrawal 1963.
The JFKL press releases I mentioned before sometimes contain transcriptions of particular extracts from those tapes.  Three of these—the press releases relating to meetings on January 8, 1963 (tape 71),  August 28, 1963 (tapes 107 and 108), and September 10, 1963 (final release) (tape 109)—are noted also in the corresponding listings in Part III below.
Extracts from two of the Miller Center transcripts relating to Vietnam (October 2, 1963) have been published in James Blight, Janet Lang and David Welch, Vietnam if Kennedy Had Live: Virtual JFK (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2009), pp. 99ff and pp. 295ff.  [YRL: DS558 B554 2009] (These overlap somewhat with the transcripts of the clips posted on the Miller Center website, mentioned above.)

John Prados, The White House Tapes: Eavesdropping on the President (New York: New Press, 2003) (with CD-ROM) has a 48-page transcript of an October 29, 1963, NSC meeting relating to Vietnam plus facsimile copies of some related documents.  The tape itself is available on the CD-ROM that comes with this book; a clip is also available on NSA EBB No. 302 (which Prados prepared), item 9.
III. MEETINGS WITH THE PRESIDENT RELATING TO VIETNAM (1963 ONLY)
Note: clips from the Miller Center Vietnam collection are marked with asterisk.  JFKL tape numbers are in parentheses following the date.
Jan. 8, 1963  (69) 
Tape:  
Complete tape on Miller Center website (not JFKL website).

*Clip with transcript.

Description: On January 2, 1963, South Vietnamese troops and their U.S. military advisers engaged Vietcong forces in what became known as the Battle of Ap Bac. Three U.S. soldiers died in the skirmish, which received extensive coverage in the American press. Several of those accounts were critical of the South Vietnamese performance, generating searching editorials on the status of the U.S. military advisory effort. Less than a week after the engagement in South Vietnam, President Kennedy invited legislative leaders to the White House to hear a briefing on the campaign from Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. During the course of his report, McNamara would propose that Army Chief of Staff Gen. Earle G. Wheeler tour South Vietnam to conduct a more intensive study of the war. (Miller Center)

Jan. 15, 1963 (69)
Tape: 
Complete version on Miller Center website (and not JFKL website).


*Clip with transcript.

Description: President Kennedy met with his senior military advisors immediatly preceding their departure on a fact-finding trip to Vietnam. The Wheeler Mission, named for Army Chief of Staff Gen. Earle G. Wheeler, had been proposed by the Joint Chiefs the previous week following the Battle of Ap Bac, the first major confrontation between South Vietnamese and Vietcong forces. The ensuing Wheeler Report would be the third such review that Kennedy would receive in the span of a month. In late December, Sen. Mike Mansfield (D-MT) had toured Indochina and provided Kennedy with a pessimistic account of progress in the war. The State Department's Roger Hilsman and White House aide Michael Forrestal had also visited South Vietnam and had criticized the military's preference for engaging the Vietcong with conventional tactics. (Miller Center)

Feb. 1, 1963 (71)

Tape: 
Complete version on Miller Center website (and not JFKL).

*Clip with transcript.

Description: Following the Battle of Ap Bac in early January 1963, in which South Vietnamese troops and U.S. military advisers came under heavy attack, Army Chief of Staff General Earle G. Wheeler led a fact-finding mission to Vietnam to assess the situation. Three days after he returned to the United States, Wheeler briefed the president on the state of the press and the U.S. advisory mission in Vietnam. In the process, he gave President Kennedy a series of recommendations for improving South Vietnam's military capabilities in its war against the Communist-dominated National Liberation Front, or Vietcong. (Miller Center)

(logs, press release, and basic Miller Center collection all say Feb. 1; Miller Center clip mistakenly says Feb. 2). 

JFKL press release:

Less than a month later, on February 1, 1963, General Wheeler met with the President to report on this trip. General Wheeler recommends that the US maintain the current general level of support for the South Vietnamese government. He also tells the President and his advisors that:

"the Vietcong are not bleeding in this war. The South Vietnamese are bleeding… in other words, they are suffering sizable losses, but the losses suffered by the Vietcong are negligible. Out of the 20,000-odd Vietcong that were killed last year…I would say that not more than a half a dozen that Ho Chi Minh could care--gives a damn--about. The rest of them….are fellows with the Vietnamese equivalent of the name 'Joe' -- and he can get plenty more of them and does." (53:20 on first tape)

Later in the meeting Wheeler recommends a policy to: "let the blood that we feel needs to be let in order to make Ho Chi Minh recognize that he can’t fight this war for free."  (55:00)

May 07, 1963 (85)  
Tape:
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-096-002.aspx (segment including, and beginning with, discussion of Vietnam)

Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 85.2, segment starts at 18:50
20:16 (mp3): McNamara: 1000-man withdrawal “both for domestic political reasons and psychological reasons relating to Vietnam”

*Clip with transcript.  

Description:  Upon his return from a conference of key military and civilian officials in Honolulu, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara briefs President Kennedy on a timetable for ending the insurgency in Vietnam--an uprising he understands to be largely indigenous--and bringing American troops home. During the course of the conversation, McNamara displays frustration with the Joint Chiefs' plan for continued military assistance to Vietnam. He also lays out the context within which he believes that a U.S. troop withdrawal should occur. The Secretary and the President agree that the possible withdrawal of 1,000 U.S. advisers should take place only in an atmosphere of military success. (Miller Center)

July 4, 1963 (96)  
Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-096-002.aspx (segment on Vietnam)
Complete tape on Miller Center website: tape 96.1, Vietnam-related section begins at around 33 minutes.
Textual records:  FRUS 3:doc. 205 
Aug. 15, 1963 (104) (Kennedy-Lodge meeting)
Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-104-004.aspx (segment on this meeting)
Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 104.3, segment begins 9:54
Textual records:  FRUS 3:567—editorial note says no record found, but cites Lodge interview reported in a biography.
Key passages (JFKL version):

3:34: Lodge: President’s power not unlimited; Congress, etc; “he thinks he has us hooked”—but limits on a president’s power  (=13.18 in Miller Center version)
7:40: JFK: “I just want to be sure there’ll be someone better than this fellow”

9:23: JFK:  “I don’t think there’s any doubt, the press are instictively liberal . . . against any military regime”
10:18: JFK:  “I have to leave it almost completely in your hands to your judgment” “I don’t know whether we’d be better off with the alternative.  Maybe we will be.  If so, we’ll have to move in that direction, but we’ll have to take a good look at it before I come to that conclusion.”

13:40: JFK ref to Halberstam story in Times this morning; story seems to paint a pretty black picture;  war going bad for last year in Delta;  Harkins optimism.

18:20:  JFK: “What about Madame Nhu—is she a lesbian or what?”

Aug. 21, 1963 (106) 
Tape:  
JFKL:  http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-106-007.aspx (Vietnam segment)
Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 106.3:  20-minute segment begins at 8 minutes and ends at 28 minutes (before discussion of Romania, rest of tape).

Aug. 26, noon (107):
Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-107-004.aspx (Vietnam segment) 


Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 107.1:  segment begins 52:30 minutes into tape, continues into 107.2 for about 33 minutes

Textual material: FRUS 3:doc. 289 (Krulak notes);  Hilsman notes referred to in footnote here; also in NSA EBB101 doc 3; clip: NSAEBB302, item 2. 
Key passages (JFKL segment):  

Hilsman: generals “wouldn’t do something, unless we indicated that Nhu had to go”  10:06; see also 28:10

Rusk:  “unless there’s a major change in Diem and Nhu’s approach . . . we’re on the road to disaster”  either get “driven out” or would have to “move it” (26:55)

(Miller Center mp3): 13:05 on key role of US; approx 20-25 on mechanics of influencing of US opinion (on foreign aid legislation)
Aug. 27, 4 pm (107)
Tape:  
JFKL tape: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-107-005.aspx (Vietnam segment)

Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 107.2: segment begins 33 minutes into tape, goes through end and continues to 107.3 for about 26 minutes

Textual material:: FRUS 3:doc. 303 (Bromley Smith notes; 1983 version in NSA EBB 101, doc. 6—interesting for deletions);  Hilsman notes in NSA EBB 101, doc. 5; clip in NSAEBB302, item 6.  
JFKL press release (Aug 27 meeting spills over into tape 108):

At the August 27, 1963 meeting the President inquired about whether General Harkins agreed with the present plan:

President Kennedy:  What about -  in the wire that went Saturday, what’s the degree of --  My impression was that based on the wire that went out Saturday, asked General Harkins and Ambassador Lodge recommending a course of action unless they disagreed. (General Taylor then states that Harkins concurred).  That’s right, so I think we ought to find out whether Harkins doesn’t agree with this - then I think we ought to get off this pretty quick.

During the on-going discussions, State Department officials claimed that they felt it was too late to step back from the coup support, an opinion not accepted by the President.  The President comments: 

President Kennedy:  I don’t think we ought to take the view here that this has gone beyond our control ‘cause I think that would be the worst reason to do it.   …
…
Well I don’t think we ought to just do it because we feel we have to now do it.  I think we want to make it our best (sitting) judgment (is to date) because I don’t think we do have to do it.  At least I’d be prepared to take up the argument with lawyers, well let’s not do it.  So I think we ought to try to make it without feeling that it’s forced on us.

The President goes on to state:

President Kennedy:  I don’t think we ought to let the coup…maybe they know about it, maybe the Generals are going to have to run out of the country, maybe we’re going to have to help them get out.  But still it’s not a good enough reason to go ahead if we don’t think the prospects are good enough.  I don’t think we’re in that deep.  I am not sure the Generals are - they’ve been probably bellyaching for months.  So I don’t know whether they’re  - how many of them are really up to here.  I don’t see any reason to go ahead unless we think we have a good chance of success.

Ambassador Nolting, who had been recently relieved of his duties in Saigon and replaced by Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, was asked by the President to be present at these meetings.  Nolting’s advice and opinions were pointed, candid and very often at odds with State Department officials in the room, especially Roger Hilsman and Averell Harriman.  At the August 28th meeting, Ambassador Nolting and the President began a discussion on a post-coup Vietnam:

President Kennedy:  What about Diem - Diem and Nhu would be ( unclear )? Exile them, is that it? That’s what we would favor of course, but.

Roger Hilsman:  We know, we know no information.

President Kennedy:  But I think it would be important that nothing happen to them if we, if we have any voice in it. Is that your view Ambassador?

Frederick Nolting:  With all the humility again, Mr. President, my view is that there is no one that I know of who can - who has a reasonably good prospect of holding this fragmented, divided country together except Diem.

Aug. 28 (107 and 108)
Tape:  
JFKL tape: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-107-007.aspx and http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-108-001.aspx (Vietnam segments)

Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 107.3, segment begins at around 41 minutes and goes through end, continuing as first segment on tape 108.1 (31 minutes)


clip in  NSAEBB302, item 9

Textual material:  FRUS 4:doc. 1 (noon) (Bromley Smith notes); Hilsman account in NSAEBB302, item 11;  FRUS 4:doc. 6 (6 p.m.)

 

Aug. 29 (108)

Tape:  
JFKL tape: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-108-003.aspx) (Vietnam segment)
clip in  NSAEBB302, item 12
Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 108.2, segment begins around 39 minutes (after long civil rights discussion), comprising last 36 minutes of this tape, and continuing into 108.3 for 35 minutes

Textual material:  FRUS 4:doc. 15; extracts from Hilsman and Krulak notes of this meeting in footnote there; full Hilsman version in NSA EBB101, doc. 11.  

Sept. 3, 1963 (108)

Tape: 
JFKL tape: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-108-004.aspx (34 minutes) (Vietnam segment)
Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 108.3, segment begins at around 35 minutes, continues to end of tape.
Textual material: FRUS 4:doc. 54.  

Key passage: JFK: “we wanna be clear that it was the generals who decided not to do anything, and that it was not the United States backing away” (JFKL 22:22); see also FRUS 4:102n.6
Sept. 6, 1963

No tape.

Textual records: FRUS 4:docs 66 and 67; Hilsman in his book To Move a Nation (p. 501) quotes RFK as considering withdrawal, but Bromley Smith record in FRUS does not support.  But Hilsman record in DDRS, record no. CK3100265277, does.
Sept. 10, 1963 (109)  
Tape:  
JFKL tape: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-109-004.aspx (segment on Vietnam)

Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 109.3, segment begins at start of tape
Textual records:  FRUS 4:doc. 83;  McCone, Memorandum for the Record, "Meeting with the President, 10 September 1963," referred to in CIA and the Vietnam Policymakers, episode 1, n. 3. (FOIA request filed April 5, 2012). 
JFKL press release: 
During a meeting on September 10, 1963 regarding the civil war in Vietnam, President Kennedy expressed frustration with the conflicting reports provided to him by his military and diplomatic advisors and asked them to explain why their eye-witness accounts contrast so widely. General Victor Krulak and State Department Advisor Joseph Mendenhall were reporting to the President on their four day fact-finding mission to South Vietnam. Krulak’s view, based on his visits with military leaders was generally optimistic while Mendenhall, a Foreign Service Officer, shared his impressions of widespread military and social discontent. 

According to the meeting minutes Krulak was on record as stating that “the Viet Cong war will be won (by the United States) if the current US military and sociological programs are pursued.” Meanwhile Mendenhall replied, “The people I talked to in the government when I asked them about the war against the VC, they said that is secondary now – our first concern is, in effect, in a war with the regime here in Saigon. (pause). There are increasing reports in Saigon and in Hue as well that students are talking of moving over to the Viet Cong side.” 

These vastly different viewpoints caused President Kennedy to pause and then comment: “You both went to the same country?” 

After nervous laughter, the President continued, “I mean how is that you get such different - this is not a new thing, this is what we’ve been dealing with for three weeks. On the one hand you get the military saying the war is going better and on the other hand you get the political (opinion) with its deterioration is affecting the military …What is the reason for the difference – I’d like to have an explanation what the reason is for the difference.” 

The American government had long been a supporter of South Vietnam President Ngo Dinh Diem but policy makers were growing frustrated over the influence of Diem’s brother Ngo Dinh Nhu and his wife, Madame Nhu. In August, a month prior to the recorded meeting released today, Cable 243 had been issued authorizing the U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam, Henry Cabot Lodge, to pressure Diem to remove his brother Nhu; if Diem refused, the US would explore the possibility of alternative leadership. The issuance of the controversial cable caused infighting among the diplomatic and military advisors of the Kennedy Administration, which continued during the autumn of 1963. 

The September 10, 1963 meeting continued with a presentation by advisor Rufus Phillips, which suggested various counterinsurgency efforts. Remarking on these recommendations, former Vietnam Ambassador Frederick Nolting asked, “What do you think will be the result of this? … ‘Cause what I’m thinking about is what happens if you start this and you get a reaction as expected from those that you’re encouraging, do you then get a civil war or do you get a quiet palace revolution or what do you think we get?” 

Phillips answered that he believed it was still possible to split the Nhus from President Diem. He then commented: “When someone says that this is a military war, and that this is a military judgment. I don’t believe you can say this about this war. This is essentially a political war…for men’s minds.” 
Description (JFKL website): This meeting is essentially the platform through which General Krulak and Foreign Service Officer Mendenhall report to President John F. Kennedy on their fact-finding mission to South Vietnam in September 1963. General Krulak and Mendenhall's four-day trip was intended to gain an overview of the military and civilian views of the country. General Krulak’s view, taken from his visits with military leaders, is generally optimistic on the progress of the war. Mendenhall presents the opposite view, one of widespread military and social discontent. After the two men present their views, President Kennedy quips, "You both went to the same country?" In this rather long and involved meeting, they delve into divergent views and possible steps to take. Responding to a question from former Ambassador Frederick Nolting, State Department official Rufus Phillips comments, "This was not a military war, but a political war."




Sept. 11, 1963 (110).  
Tape:  
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-110-002.aspx (Vietnam segment)

Complete tape on Miller Center website
Textual records: FRUS 4:doc. 94. 
JFKL press release:  At a meeting the following day on September 11, 1963, President Kennedy asked Defense Secretary Robert McNamara if he thought that Diem’s reign was viable long-term. McNamara answered, “Mr. President, I don’t believe I can forecast that far ahead. I believe strongly that as of today there has been no substantial weakening of the military effort. I don’t know what the future will hold. I strongly support Dean Rusk’s suggestion that we proceed carefully and slowly here and this is quite contrary to what Ambassador Lodge has recommended.” 
Description (JFKL website): The subject matter discussed in this meeting is similar to that of the previous day's (September 10, 1963) meeting with President Kennedy on Vietnam. Participants rehash much of what was discussed at that meeting and debate the steps to take. Secretary McNamara comments that he disagrees with United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge on a plan of action; Secretary Rusk and Director McCone agree with Secretary McNamara on this point.

Sept. 17, 1963 (111)
Tape:  
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-111-005.aspx (Vietnam segment)

Complete tape on Miller Center website
Description (JFKL website): The discussion centers around a proposed trip of General Taylor and Secretary McNamara to Vietnam. President Kennedy requested this trip as a way to get additional viewpoints on the current situation, both political and military, in Vietnam. Much of the discussion centers around how United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge might react to the proposed trip and how to phrase a letter to Ambassador Lodge. There is also further discussion on South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem and Ngo Dinh Nhu and what course of action the United States should take to put pressure on them, particularly on President Diem.

Sept. 19, 1963 (111)

Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-111-005.aspx (Vietnam segment) 

Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 111.3, segment begins at 48 minutes, ends 16 minutes later.  Section on tape beginning 111.3 56:13 (around 9:05 on JFKL segment)—you hear JFK saying “we’re gonna lose the war,” but hard to understand context
Description (JFKL website): This is seemingly a continuation of the previous day's meeting on Vietnam with more discussion of the planned mission of General Taylor and Secretary McNamara to Vietnam. Details discussed include the date of departure, an announcement of the mission, draft instructions for the mission, and the approach Secretary McNamara should take with President of South Vietnam Ngo Dinh Diem. Also mentioned is the difference between the views of United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge and General Paul D. Harkins.

Note: Gareth Porter, Perils of Dominance, p. 174, refers to a meeting with no notes taken between JFK and just Taylor and McNamara, supposedly being “quite explicit about the new rationale for withdrawal”—but JFKL website says that Rusk, Bundy, McCone also present.


Sept. 23, 1963 (112)
Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-112-002.aspx (Vietnam segment)

Complete tape on Miller Center website  

Textual material:  FRUS 4:doc. 143
Description: President Kennedy speaks with Secretary McNamara and General Taylor prior to their fact-finding mission to South Vietnam. Topics of discussion include who Secretary McNamara and General Taylor should meet and what steps they should take to help the military win the war. 

JFKL press release:  At the September 23, 1963 meeting, as Taylor and McNamara are about to start their mission, the President stated his hope that, based on what the two find, the US could “come to some final conclusion as to whether …they’re (Diem and Nhu) going to be in power for some time…and whether there is anything we can do to influence them or do we stop thinking about that.” 

At a Cabinet meeting that same day, Undersecretary of State George Ball commented to the President on Vietnam, “It’s not an easy situation … what we want to do is to see if we can bring the situation about where the war can continue successfully and come at some point to a conclusion, because we don’t want to be bogged down in Southeast Asia forever.” 
Oct. 2, 1963 (morning) (114/A49)

Tape:  
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-114-A49c.aspx (Vietnam segment)
Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 114.a49.2, begins about ten minutes in; lasts until end of tape (at 1 hr, 10 minutes) although trails off at end; section clip is taken from around 30:34ff.  
*clip with transcript (1) (Miller Center website;  also in Blight, Virtual JFK,  99ff.)

*clip with transcript (2) (on press)

Description (first clip): Having returned to Washington earlier that morning from their fact-finding mission to South Vietnam, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Maxwell Taylor brief President Kennedy on the status of the U.S. military advisory effort. On the table is a recommendation to begin the process of withdrawing American troops from Vietnam, some of which are to leave by the end of the year, with the bulk of U.S. forces to return home by the end of 1965. (Miller Center)

Description (second clip): Just prior to a discussion of a possible troop withdrawal from Vietnam, Kennedy and his advisers discuss media coverage of the war in Southeast Asia. The group is particularly concerned about New York Times reporter David Halberstam and UPI correspondent Neil Sheehan. According to Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, the two were "allowing an idealistic philosophy to color all their writing." (Miller Center)

Description (JFKL): Discussion topics include news coverage of Viet Cong and American casualties, possible troop reduction, North Vietnamese supply difficulties, Madame Nhu (Tran Le Xuan), and news coverage of a dispute between United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge and the CIA. In addition there are further discussions on the relationship between Ambassador Lodge and CIA station chief in Saigon John H. Richardson, reporting on Richardson, Ambassador Lodge's position regarding South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem, and Congressional briefings. During the meeting, President Kennedy has telephone conversations about labor contract talks, a "Time" magazine article, and an upcoming trip.

Highlights (from Miller Center tape 114.a49.2): 

13:10: “can it really?”

30:34: publicly pinned to a date; 174 officers

McNamara:  “we can train Vietnamese to do the job” (32:10)

Oct. 2, 1963 (NSC; evening) (114/A49)

Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-114-A49d.aspx (Vietnam segment)

Complete tape on Miller Center website:   tape 114.a49.3 (not JFKL website) (begins at 13:36 and goes to 42:00)
*clip with transcript  (Blight, Virtual JFK,  295ff., has transcript including some excerpts in clip, but not 100% identical with version in website.)
Textual material: Oct. 2 notes: FRUS 4:doc. 169
Description: Following a morning briefing by Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Maxwell Taylor on their trip to Vietnam, the National Security Council meets to review their recommendations and to draft a statement on their report for public consumption. As in the earlier meeting, President Kennedy questions the wisdom of committing his administration publicly to an American troop withdrawal. (Miller Center)

Oct. 5, 1963 (114/A50)

Tape:  
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-114-A50b.aspx (Vietnam segment)
Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 114.a50, begins on 114.a50.1 41:44, continuing into 114.a50.2 ending around 43 minutes.

*clip with transcript
Textual material: Oct. 5 notes: FRUS 4:doc. 179.  

Description: While discussing a new set of instructions for Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge∇ to help manage a deteriorating situation in South Vietnam, President Kennedy continues to ruminate on the public relations dimension of an American troop withdrawal. As he does in the meetings of October 2, Kennedy considers the prospects for troop reduction against the backdrop of the war effort. (Miller Center)

Description (JFKL): They discuss the possible impact on the government of South Vietnam if the United States cuts off commodities and also discuss the Vietnamese oppression of Buddhists. They also discuss General Paul D. Harkins's meeting with President of South Vietnam Ngo Dinh Diem and Colonel Le Quang Tung, the role of United States Ambassador to Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge, conditions needed for the resumption of aid, General Harkins’s role regarding the military, proposed testimony before a Congressional committee, and the timing of the reduction of troops and advisors.

Highlight: at 36:55, on 114.a50.2 [MCPRP, FLAC version], JFK saying “if we’re doing it to have some impact” (re 1000-man withdrawal)
Oct. 8, 1963 (114)
Tape: 
JFKL:  http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-114-A50c.aspx, segment begins with long discussion on Brazil;  meeting on Vietnam begins at 56:00.
Complete tape on Miller Center website:   tape 114.a50.3; segment begins at 32:33 in FLAC version.

Highlights: 30 seconds into the segment, McNamara on absurdity of the situation: (begins 56:30 in JFKL, and 33:02 in Miller Center version):

McNamara: This is a very, very unsophisticated approach to overthrowing a government.  I think it’s cost us a lot already. It’s already become known to the press there and here. It’s really disgraceful when you look back at what happened, to the Message 243 [the notorious “Hilman cable”] and the actions we took to carry that out.  It’s all leaked to the press, it’s all known, it’s taken as gospel now that this government tried to overthrow Diem’s government and used Conein for that purpose.  And we continue to use Conein.  

JFK: Who’s Conein?  

McNamara: Conein is the man who is the contact with General Minh.
JFK: What’s his status?

McNamara:  He’s a former colonel in one of the military services, under contract to CIA .  . . He’s a colorful figure, he’s a Lawrence of Arabia type, he’s well-known to all the reporters in Vietnam, he’s well-known to the Vietnamese government .  .  . It’s almost as though we’re announcing it over the radio.  To continue this type of activity just strikes me as absurd.

Description (JFKL): They discuss aid to the forces of South Vietnamese Colonel Le Quang Tung, a possible coup and the position of the United States on a possible coup, press leaks, the use of Lucien Conein, a military display for Vietnamese Independence Day, appearances by Secretary McNamara and General Taylor before the United States Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and the Congressional adjournment.

Oct. 21, 1963
No tape.

Textual material: John McCone, Memorandum for the Record, "Discussion with the President--October 21" (S), cited in CIA and the Vietnam Policymakers: Three Episodes 1962-1968, second episode (n. 44; FOIA request Apr. 5, 2012)

Oct. 25, 1963 (117)
Tape:  
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-117-004.aspx (Vietnam segment)

Complete tape on Miller Center website:  tape 117.a53.3  (fourth and final segment on tape 117)
Textual material: John McCone, Memorandum for the Record, “Meeting with the President, McNamara, Attorney General, Bundy, myself, concerning South Viet Nam, 25 October 1963 (p. 202 n. 5;  FOIA request, Apr. 5, 2012)

Description (JFKL): Topics include an intelligence report on Vietnam, United States Embassy staffing in South Vietnam, planning, and instructions for United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge.

Highlights (from Miller Center tape):


42:30 McNamara: “the very amateurish hands that have been controlling it so far” (41:55 on other format)
1:05:52: McNamara:  “only thing they really wanted to see was a sign that the US was not preventing them from overturning the  government:”

JFK: “and we’ve certainly given them that”

McNamara:  “and my personal feel is that that’s all we should do, other than to keep in touch”  (almost end of tape)

Oct. 29, 1963 (118)
Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-118-003.aspx (Vietnam segment) 

Complete tape on Miller Center website:  118.a54.2, starts at beginning and ends on 118.a54.3 at 17:17.
*Clip with transcript; another clip in NSAEBB 101, doc. 18. 

Description: They discuss an intelligence report on Vietnam, the orientation of various Vietnamese forces, a 1960 coup attempt, messages to United States staff in Vietnam, whether or not United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge should return to the United States, the chain of command, and convoy procedures for Berlin, Germany.

As noted above, Prados, The White House Tapes, has a 48-page transcript of an October 29, 1963, NSC meeting relating to Vietnam plus facsimile copies of some related documents.  
Textual material: NSAEBB101, doc. 19;  FRUS 4:docs. 234, 235; John McCone, Memorandum for the Record, “Notes on Meeting at 4:00, Cabinet Room, re South Viet Nam,” 29 October 1963 (p. 205 n. 14; FOIA request, Ap. 5, 2012)




October 30, 1963 (118)

Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-118-004.aspx (Vietnam segment)
Complete tape on Miller Center website
Description (JFKL): They discuss the drafting of a message to United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge, communications, the chain of command, an assessment of the present situation, and United States staffing in Vietnam.



Nov. 1, 1963 (118)

Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-118-005.aspx (Vietnam segment)

Complete tape on Miller Center website
Description (JFKL): Topics include a report on the military coup in Vietnam, the constitutional government in Vietnam, a press conference and statement, United States troop movements, incoming cables, and briefing Senator Richard Russell (Georgia).

Textual material: NSA EBB 101, doc 22—not in FRUS

Nov. 2, 1963 (119; previously unnumbered tape) (two meetings)
Tape: 
JFKL: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-119-001.aspx, and http://www.jfklibrary.org/Asset-Viewer/Archives/JFKPOF-MTG-119-003.aspx (two Vietnam segments)

Complete tape on Miller Center website
Description (JFKL): 
first meeting: Topics include an assessment of the coup in Vietnam, the issue of recognition of the new regime, reports of deaths of President of South Vietnam Ngo Dinh Diem and Ngo Dinh Nhu, and a review of the developments leading to coup. [This also has a review of developments leading to the coup.]
later meeting: Assistant Secretary Hilsman provides a briefing on Vietnam covering whether or not United States Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge should return to the United States for a briefing, the restoration of constitutional government in Vietnam, and information on the deaths of President of South Vietnam Ngo Dinh Diem and Ngo Dinh Nhu.

Textual material: Nov. 2, 9:35 am: NSA EBB 101, doc 25; Nov. 2, 4:30 pm: NSA EBB101, doc. 27. Nothing in FRUS, but see editorial note, FRUS 4:533
Key passages (Miller Center 119.a55.1): 

18:15:  JFK:  “I think the suggestion is the United States made the coup inevitable by applying pressure . . . the atmosphere.  I think that, certainly in September after the conclusion of the McNamara-Taylor visit, our intention was to apply pressure to persuade Diem to modify his course of action.  At that time we were not pushing a coup.  Now may. . .  he didn’t give at all and a coup developed.  We can say that that was our policy and we ought to stick with it.”


19:07:  Bundy:  “he had an honorable chance to come to terms with us which he didn’t take.”

There is one final item of interest available on the JFKL website: Kennedy’s dictated memoir entry in dictabelt 52.1 of November 1963;   *clip with transcript (Miller Center)
