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Oral History Interview 

with 

PHILIP M. l~ISER 

September 2, 1966 
London, England 

By Joseph E. O'Connor 

For the John F. Kennedy Library 

N\ISER: It's pretty hard to recall precisely, but I did 
meet Kennedy casually when he first carne to the 
congress. I was in the Labo~ Department. I 

w~ s .in the Labor bepartrnent then and. . . He carne when? 
I n ' 46, did he come, or '48? when did President Kennedy 
c ome to congress? · '46? At that time I was in the Labor 
Dcp~rtment, and the s ecretary of Labor from JUly 1948 was 
H~uricc Tobin, who had b ee n the Governor of Massachusetts 
~nd Mayor o f Boston and obviously had ties with K~nnedy . 

i1nd I r eme mbe r me eting Ke nnedy in that context, but only on 
~ c asual basi s. 

I a lso r e member on one of my trips to London during the 
lat~ forti e s whe n I saw Hugh Fraser, who was a classmate of 
mi ne at Oxford and was also an old friend of Ke nne dy, he 
sugg~sted that I get in touch with the congressman upon my 
r e turn to washington and convey to him Fraser's regards . 
I s~w Ke nne dy after I returned from my trip to England and 
cha tte d with him a bit. 
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I then didn't make real contact with him until the 
l a te fifti e s. There was some contact in 1952, interestingly 
enough at the convention, at the Democratic National con
v e ntion, and it relate s to Tobin, who had a hard time--he 
had a very difficult time H8 was a warm, friendly ma n, 
Tobin, by . the way, and abused, I think, considerably and 
unfairly. But that's another story. I think the character 
who is supposed to b e Tobin in The Last Hurrah is a gross 
caricature. Either consciously or unwittingly, it showed 
a complete misunderstanding of the man. But he was a very 
g e nerous guy. And he had courage. He was the first man-
people forget this, but Dean Acheson doesn't forget. it--he 

.was the first man in the [Harry S] Truman Administration, 
the first cabinet member; to come out publicly against 
[Joseph R.] Mccartpy. Now this took a lot of guts. You're 
a young man . . . 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

No, I remember that. Particularly 

Took a lot of guts, particularly for a Boston 
Irishman. 

Oh, yes indeed. 

KAlSER: And he was very loyal to Acheson. I was 
Assistant Secretary of Labor for International 
Affairs, and it~was largely because of · the 

· relationship between Acheson and Tobin ~hat Acheson and I 
became good friends . W8 have been friends down through the 
years. well, at that convention he was just baffled by ••. 

O'CONNOR: Mau~ice Tobin was. 

KAISER: . Maurice Tobin was baffled by the whole s-itua-· 
tion. (Adlai E.] Stevenson, you know, just 
wasn't his kind of guy. And he was also dis

concerted by Jack Kennedy's support of stevenson--in '52 
Kennedy vigorously supported stevenson--disconcerted by 
what this might mean in relation to the situation in Massa
chusetts. I remember him telling me--I don't know if this 
is of any interest as an aside, but I remember him saying 

to me (Tobin) that, "God, look. we go~ a situation •••• 

... 
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our ticke t is going to consist of a divorced man running 
for president, a bachelor running for Governor ([Paul A.] 
never was a bachelor), and a bachelor running for the 
s enate in the state of Massachusetts. •• I also remember one · 
day on the way out to the stadium--I think it was the day 
steve nson was nominated--his turning to me very charmingly 
and saying, "He's not a Rhodes scholar, too, is he?" He 
w<1sn't a Rhodes scholar, too, and :I just said, "No, he 
just went to Princeton." 

I 

O'CONNOR: 
I 
It was almost as bad, · I suppose. 

I 
II 

KAISER: Almost as bad. Where did you go to school? 

O'CONNOR: I went to Notre Dame . 

·I 
KAISER: Notre name. I recall that. 

It was very interesting, this business of 
Tobin and the convention of 1952. Tobin was · 

delighted that Kennedy waselected senator, but I recall 
there was some anxiety as to what this might mean in terms 
of his own position in Massachusetts. Tobin died a year 
later. He was still a young man when he died. He was 
fifty-three years old . . 

The next time I saw, I recall seeing ~he senator--! 
·wa s away from washington from '54 until '58--was in '59 
when I brought Pepe Figueres [Jose Pepe Figueres Ferrer] 
to see him, the former President of costa Rica. I was 
his host when he came to washington for a visit of about a 
week or ten days, and one of the people I suggested. he see 
was senator Kennedy. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

was there any particular reason you suggested· 
it? 

well, the senator was becoming increasingly 
important, interested in foreign affairs, the 
kind of fellow that Figueres would be interested 

in talking to. 

I . 
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Let me just stop you for a minute.. I want to 
find out how much is being picked up of that 
noise out there and how much . . [Inter-

KAISER: I might say, ·to go back for a minute, that I 
recall the first person mentioning to me the 
possibility of John F. Kennedy becoming Presi

d e nt was Tobin or Tobin's administrative assistant. one 
or the other said, · "This is the man who's going to be the 
first catholic tQ become ... " 

O'CONNOR: when in the world is that? 

KAISER: About '52. 

O'CONNOR: Oh, that early? 

KAISER: Yeah, after the election. You know, after his 
election, or maybe even earlier, maybe even 
earlier. Very interesting. 

well, in any case, going back, I took Figuere s in to 
see s e nator Kennedy. who else did Figueres see at that 
time ? He knew [Paul H.] Douglas . He went to see Douglas. 
I took him to see Douglas . I took him in to see [Hubert 
H.] Humphrey. I don't reme mbe r whether · I took him in to 
see Lyndon Johnson. But senator Kennedy was not too 
impr e ssive on that occasion. It wasn't one of his best 
performanc e s. There wasn't anything like his performances-
to take a sharp contrast--it wasn't anything like his 
performances whe"n the President of senegal and the Presi
d e nt of Mauritania came to see him. 

O'CONNOR: Yeah, I'd like to ask you about those later. 

I • 
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N\ISER: We'll come to that, because there are some 
really fascinating little bits, I think, 
amusing and f a scinating. 

He wa s preoccupie d when I brought in Figueres. This 
\vus '59. And he had a call--I reme mber this; it's interesting 
t ha t I recall this--he h a d a c a ll while we we re the re from 
[Clinton P.] Clint Anderson. we both offe r e d to get up to 
g o, and h e said, "It's all right to sta y," which probably 
wa s a mistake on. his part . . Quite obvious l y what Clint 
And e rson was saying to him, to s e nator Ke nne dy, was, "I 
wa nt your vote on turning down Lewis strauss as s ecretary 
o f corrunerce·," and it was clear from the conversa tion we 
h ea rd that the S enator h adn't quit e made up his mind as to 
how h e was goi~g to handle this. He was stalling, really, 
u s ke d for more information and said he'd think about it and 
t a lk to Anderson about it . later. He did, by the way. 
As a result of this phone call, I was particularly curious 
to see how he voted, and he did vote against confirmation, 
we nt along with Clinton Anderson. 

Then I hardly - saw him at all after that, not really 
until the --in the campaign I saw him just briefly, once or 
twice . I saw Bobby [Robert F. Kennedy] during the cam
pa ign much more often. 

O'CONNOR: were youinvolved in the campaign at all? 

KAISER: I worked with the National citizens for Ke nnedy. 
I was then a profe ssor at American University 
in washington. And I · really didn't see the 

Pr_csidcnt again until I was nominated to be ambassador. 

O'CONNOR: How did you become involved".in the citizens 
for Kennedy? 
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KAISER: we ll, it wa s quite simple, really. Byron 
White and I are very old ·friends. we were at 
Oxford together. And he was appointed to be 

the chairman, and he asked me to come in and help. And that 
was the way I got to know Bobby. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

Robert Kennedy. 

with whom I've always been really, really im
pressed--from the very beginning. 

well, that's surprising. People talk about 
being impressed now. Often they were impressed 
unfavorably in the beginning. 

KAISER: I had a favorable impre ssion, actually, the first 
time we met. Byronintroduced me to him and had 
already told him, appar·ently, that he wanted me 

to be one of three arfour top assistants to help him run 
the Citizens operation. I was one and [Joseph F.] Joe 
Dolan was another--you know, Bobby's administrative assistant 
now. 

I r eally talked to Bobby at some length the first time 
in an a irplane trip from Boston to Chicago ve~y early in 
the campa ign. They had organize d a registration stimulation 
tour: Bobby, Byron White, Congressman [Frank, Jr.] Thompson 
we r e along, and [Lawrence F.] La rry O'Brien. The first 
meeting wa s in Boston. I . wa s then trying to g e t some vaca
tion in New Hampshir e , peterborough, and they asked me to 
come to Boston. Actually, I wa s put in charge of the 
orga nizing work for the citizens in Illinois, then wis
consin and Michigan. They asked me to go as far as chicago 
where, after meetings with top Democrats in the Midwest, 
I was dropped off to help get things started in Illinois. 
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At that time, you may recall, there was a good deal of 
concern about the Jewish vote so far as the Kennedy candidacy 
was concerned, mainly because of the old man and the 
reputation he had of being anti-Semitic, particularly during 
his performance here in London in his ambassadorial capa
c ity. I had talked to Byron about this when we stayed up 
the night before just chatting about a variety of things. 
Byron said, "Why don't you talk to Bobby on the plane to 
Chicago about this"--the next day. And I replied, "Do you 
really mean that?" He said, "Sure. Talk to him about it." 
I'm Jewish, and it might have been a bit awkward. 

O'CONNOR: Nothing like going to the source. 

YJUSER: I was particularly sensitive about this, not 
about myself but in terms of what other Jewish 
people were saying about their attitude toward 

Kennedy because of his father. I sat down next to Bobby 
i n the plane and spoke frankly to him, and I was very 
impressed with his reaction. 

O'CONNOR: Well, what was his reaction? 

KAISER: Well, he defended the old man, but he was very 
hardheaded about it in the best sense. He said, 
"Yes, we're aware of this. What do you suggest· 

we do?" I gave him a few suggestions, and we talked quite 
frankly about it. Bobby told me about contributions the 
old man had made to charity, to Jewish hospitals. Nobody 
ever knew about it. I said, "Well, is there any reason that 
it should be kept secret?" He said, "Well, no." I asked 
him, "IIow long ago?" That was important. He answered, "It 
was a respectable piece ago." And there were other things 
we discussed that might offset the unfavorable attitude of 
Jews toward the father which was affecting adversely the 
son's candidacy. Mind you, the old man was no angel, obviously. 
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O'CONNOR: No, not by any means. 

KAISER: BUt it wa s impressive. It's not a nice thing, 
even if you're a tough-minded guy, for a son 
in a situation of this kind, when somebody is 

telling you, "There are a lot ,of Jewish people shaking 
their heads over Jack Kennedy because they feel your father 
is anti-Semitic," but Bobby took it very well. He recog
nized the problem was real, and was receptive to suggestions 
for dealing with it. 

As a matter of fact, in my view the guy who ulti
mately solved the problem was Norman Vincent Peale, the 
Protestant minister from New York City. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: . 

Oh, really? Why? 

we ll, when he made that ridiculous mistake of 
establishing an organization of Protestants 
in Defense of the constitution (I don't remem

ber the exact name) in order to stir up the anti-catholic 
bigots, the Jewish people reacted exactly as you would expect. 
They found it easier to rally behind Kennedy, because the 
bigots were supporting [Richard M.] Nixon. The day after 
Peale announced the foxmation of his organization, · Nixon 
should have bought out all of the TV stations, TV net-
works . . . 

O'CONNOR: And disclaimed that? 

KAISER: . and made the goddamnedest anti-bigotry 
speech that's ever been made in American history. 
All the bigots were going to vote for him any

how. And he should have gone on TV and said, "Look, I don't 
want any vote from any bigot, and I disassociate ·. myself 
from bigotry." It always surprised me that they didn't have 
the savvy to do something of that kind. Wh~the hell did 
he have to fear? What was an anti-ca tholic bigot going to 
do, go vote for Jack Kennedy? And, by the way, this is not 
retrospective: I said it at the time, I recall. 
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well, I first saw John F. Kennedy after he b ec a me 
president before I we nt off to take up my assignment as 
Ambassador to Senegal a nd Mauritania. The Pr eside nt re
c e ived four of us--four new amba ssadors who we~e going out 
to our respective posts at the same time. And I stumbled 
a s a result of the quick wa y in which his mind worked be
c aus e at that time there was a very interesting is .. sue in
volving, of all places, Mauritania. I don't know whether-
there's no reason why you should know anything about 
Mauritania. 

O'CONNOR: conflict, you mean? 

KAISER: No. No. I'll tell you about it in a minute. 
I'll tell you about it right now. There was a 
very interesting issue involving communist 

China, strangely enough. Mauritania is a chunk of desert 
bigger than Texas and California put together. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

What is it, 700,000 square miles or something 
like that? 

something like that, yes. It has a population · 
of about a million people. 

Whe r e is it? 

KAISER: Easte rn Sahara De sert. The southern pa rt is the 
senegal River b ed, f ertile land whe re the blacks 
live , and a lot of Mosl e ms, too . Morocco still 

h a sn't recognized it, claiming that it's a province of 
Morocco. Morocco was then one of the four countries, 
members of the casablanca group. Thos e were the left, 
radical states in Africa: Mali, Ghana, Guinea and Morocco-
Morocco, in spite of the fact tha~ it is ruled by a kin~ 
and is a pretty reactionary country. The Moroccans were 
playing that now common tactic of: You're a conservative 
domestically; you try to handle your l e ft wing by being 
radical on foreign affairs. 

1. 1 
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The qu o:.: stion before the U.N. [United Nations] . at that 
"time , one of the questions before the U.N. coming up that · 
fall--this was July; I'm now talking about July 1961--was 
Mauritanian admission to the U.N. The Moroccans were vio
lently opposed to it because this would give Mauritania the 
imprimatur of independence. The Moroccans turned to the 
Russians, the Soviets, and asked them to veto the ·Mauritanian 
application in the S ecurity council. The Russian~ played 
the Moroccan game the year before, if I recall co~rectly. 
what I'm about to say I recall very clearly becaus~ I was 
involved in it. The Russians vetoed it the year before, 
but then there was quite a hostile reaction on th~ part of 
a lot of the African states, particularly the blac~ African 
states who wanted Mauritaniaadmitted. [Moktar] ouid Daddah, 
the president of Mauritania, is a Moor, but his country has 
a fairly large black population, and Moktar has .political 
ties with the twelve Francopho~e states, the twelve African 
states that were carved out of the former French territory. 
And the Russians began to get a little uncomfortable about 
this spot they were in, and, cleverly, they came up with 
the proposition that "We will not veto Mauritania if you, 
the, United stat·es, or anybody else does not veto Outer 
Mongolia." 

O'CONNOR: Oh, yes. I do remember that now. 

KAISER: so when I came into the President's office he 
was in that, you know, that ' bouncy mood that 
was so typical of him: his mind was .. moving 

ahea d of his words. He went uhrough all four ambassadors 
and had a pertinent question for each of us. He turned 
to me and said, "Now, of course, you've got this question 
of Outer Mongolia." And I sort of slipped. I said, "You 
mean Mauritania." He didn't articulate it as clearly as I · 
just have, but he mumbled something about Mongolia. · He 
didn't say outer, and I thou9ht he was confusing . .•. 

O'CONNOR: Mauritania and • • • 
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... Mongolia, but I was wrong. I was really 
embarrassed because h~ was really .... 

He was skipping a step. 

He was skipping a step in his mind, which was 
right. The only thing important about Mauri
tania at that particular moment . . . 

was the vote. 

KAISER: . was the Outer Mongolia link at the U.N., 
and he knew what the problem wa s. And then he 
spelled it out a little bit, clarified it. 

Actually, we got Mauritania in. we got President Kennedy 
to have the u.s. abstain, and we got (which was more diffi
cult) the Nationalist chinese to abstain from vetoing Outer 
Mongolia. There was quite a tug of war there for :a while. 
Taipei didn't want to veto at first, but then the~e twelve 
African states, Francophone states, put the pressure on us 
by saying, "If you don't abstain, and if you don't. get 
Nationalist China to abstain as well, we'll vote for ad
mitting Red china. II And so this became the basis -~_for . . . 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

A large tug of war overthe country of Mauri
tania, the Republic of Mauritania. 

But it was a big issue. 

Sure. 

KAISER: The vote on Red China. And I remember, inci-
d entally, it was one of the fun things about 
being accredited to two presiden~ [Leopold 

Sedar) Senghor and ould Daddah, who had ambivalent feelings 
about each other. I had to be careful because they often 
talked to me about each other. 
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You mean senghor and . . . 

would talk about ould Daddah and Ould Daddah 
would talk to me about senghor. And on this 
particular issue, after we got Ould Daddah into 

the U.N., I received a r eport that senghor was weakening on 
his commitment, was think ing of abstaining on th~ vote 
on admission of Communist China. I talked to ould Daddah 
about that, and he said, in that wonderful Arab way, when a 
de a l has been made, ."Look, don't worry. This deal was made, 
a nd we '11 have a ll the votes.'' He was right. senegal voted 
against Red China's admission. He has since changed, Ould 
Daddah. 

O'CONNOR: What do you mean? 

KAISER: well, h e 's thrown out the Nationalist c.hinese 
and he brought in the chi corns [Chines-e com
munists] , which is part of the design :to prove 

to the rest of Africa that he's not a client state of 
France, that he's. independent. well, so that was . that 
first--I don't know whether I'm going into too muc'h detail 
on this. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

JUly and. 

O'CONNOR: 

No, I'm enjoying this. 

or how us e ful it is. Then, the next time when 
I 

I really had a good visit with President Kennedy 
was in october of '61. I went to Dakai in 

How did you happen to be chosen, by the way, 
as ambassador? How did that come about? 
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KAISER: we ll, I think it was [Chester] che t Bowles• 
idea that I go to Dakar; it was Bobby's idea , 
I think, that I b ecome an amba ssador. And I 

wa s a little baffled at first about the choice of Se neg a l, 
·but Chet did very well on the se ambassadoria l appointments, 
~s A~thur Schleiinger points out in his book, A Thous a nd 
Da ys. B~wles h a d flair and imagination about these ~hings. 
He realiz~d that Senghor was an intellectual , and an old 
French socialist. And he put this together, and he said, 
11W~ ll, now, let's send him Phil Kaiser. He speaks French. 
He's had all this experi ence in the international l~bor 
field. He can talk to Senghor in senghor•s language. He 
knows about French socialism... (I used to have long dis
cussions with senghor about [Jean] Jaures and [Le on] Blu~, 

who were his two heroes, and it really worked. we developed 
a v ery interesting and fruitful relationship, as will 
e merge when we talk about Kenn~dy and Senghor) . 

when I came back in october, it was to accompany 
Senghor during his visit to washington. It was a one day 
visit, and it was fascinating because I really saw Presi
d e nt Kennedy in action with these African chiefs of state 
for the first time. And he was superb. I'll give you ... 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

That • s what everyone says, but I • ve yet .. to see 
some specific . . . 

I'll give you something as an example . 

I'd like to hear that. 

KAISER: senghor, of course, was very excited about the 
prospect of see ing Kennedy for all the reasons 
you know, but for the additional one that he 

himself was a catholic in a 90 per cent Moslem country . . He 
had a warm fe eling about this young, vigorous man who'd 
caught the imagination of the Africans. It all began with 
that Algeria speech. 
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Yes. I was just going to ask you why had 
he . 

well, because Ould Daddah mentione d that to m~ 
I'll get back to it. Arthur Schlesinger has it 
in his book. 

Yes, he mentions that specific thing, but I 
wondered · if there were any other reasons 
or . . . 

well, the youthfulness, the sense of world 
concern and, most important, on the policy 
level . . . 

Angola vote or something like that? 

What? 

The Angola vote . 

KAISER: No. The most important factor on the policy 
level was--and this was really a basic change, 
wasn't it--was the a cce ptance by Kennedy, in 

contrast to (John Foster] Dulles and {Dwight D.] Eisenhower, 
1 

that genuine n eutrality. was perfectly fin~ for us. 

O ' CONNOR: we ll, how had they been able to sense that . 
that was his f eeling? 

KAISER: Well, you. know, they read his speeches. And 
then when they b egan me eting him; they· saw this 
to be the case, that he m~ant what he wrote. 

And they also saw it in terms of our aid program. You see·, 
we weren't a sking anybody to sign on the dotted line, to 
commit themselves politically to everything we wanted to 
support, for example, every policy we pursued at the U.N. 
or anywhere els~ . And this was terribly important. 
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And the n the r e was the persona l thing, the fact tha t 
they r eally felt tha t Preside nt Ke nnedy was concerne d about 
t hem, b ec a use h e h ad this ma rve lous. ~ w~ ll, he h a d 
this great curiosity, and it wa s g enuine. The r e was nothing 
phon ey a bout it a t a ll; othe rwi s e, he woul dn't h a ve spe nt 
tha t much time on Africa. On the othe r s i de, one shoul d 
me ntion that in America the re wa s a great wa v e of interest 
~bout Africa at that particula r p eriod among the intelli
g e ntsia, among the liberals, among the Negro elite. And 
the r e wa s a f e eling that the Eisenhowe r Administra tion 
h a dn't handled it right, so that there wa s a natural 
vacuum to fill. 

Now the first thing about that Senghor visit, which 
was amusing, was that I had cabled ah~ad that it would be 
a good idea to get H·arvard to invite Senghor to give a 
lecture . 

O'CONNOR: And read his poetry. 

KAISER: . and r e ad his poetry, b ecause he's a v ery 
distinguished poet, very cultivated. He h~s 
done an interview for the Kenn~dy Libra·ry Oral 

History. I'd love to hear it. He has done an interview on 
his rel a tionship with Kennedy. You probably know it. Have 
you s e en it? Ha v e you r e ad it? 

O'CONNOR: No, · I h a ve n't r e ad it. 

KAISER: ·· And what had h a ppe ned was tha t there was · a p er
son c a lled--what's his name ? M~lady? Do you 
know him? He works f or a ca t holic group 

inte r ested in African affairs, and h e had worke d out a d e al 
for s enghor to r eceive an honora ry degree a t a special con
voc ation a t Fordha m. I r e ceived a positive response to my 
r equest about Harvard, but r a the r late , about two days 
b e for e s enghor l e ft, and h e wa s only going to b e in the 
Sta t e s four or five days. And whe n I b rought up t he Harva rd 
v i sit, rrentioned the f act t hat it h ad now b.Jen fixed , h e 
s a id, "I can't do it. My schedu le i s f ull." And I r eported 
tha t b a ck to washing ton. I did n't p articu l a rly c are a t 
t ha t s t ag e wheth e r he we nt t o I-l<lr vard or not . This is a 
non-Harvard man talking. 
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I got a r e ply back, "But this is impossible ." Prob
ably Arthur dra ft e d it. I've n ever aske d Arthur, but un
doubtedly Arthur Schlesinge r arranged the Ha rvard meeting. 
"It's all s e t up. I have a ll the Fre nch professors lined 
up to liste n to his l ecture, all the s tude nts who spe ak 
Fr ~nch. It's the Presid~nt's university . Senghor must go 
to cambridge for this meeting." so at the airport when I 
s a id good-bye to Senghor, I pulled him aside, and I said, 
"You really h ave to go to Harvard. This is the pre sident's 
unive rsity, and Harvard mea ns a grea t dea l to Preside nt 
Ke nnedy, and it would be tre s e mbe t a nt pour l e president if 
you didn.' t turn up at Harvard." W<3 ll, h e wasn • t going to 
e mbeter President Ke nnedy, so he called over the for e ign 
:secretary, the Foreign Minister, and said, "Look, you work 
this thing out at Harvard. See . th~t it's included in my 
schedule." And he went on to Morocco, which wa s the first 
stop in his trip abroad. Apparently he did a beautiful 
job at Harvard, and loved it. The r e was a good, friendly 
story in the New York Times about it, too. 

When Senghor arrived at Andrews, the President went 
out to me e t him there, President Kennedy. And the two 
Pre sidents and I got into the helicopter together to fly 
to the White House. I acted as interpreter. The first 
thing Preside nt Ke nnedy mentioned was, "I understand you 
were u t my old unive rsity y e sterday. well, that opened 
the conversation nicely . And that little ride was amusing, 
a nd Ke nn edy was r e ally a t his very b e st. Both of them 
were v e ry cute. He s a id, "Yes." Se nghor said, "I enjoyed 
it very much . I r ea d the m some of my poetry a·nd dis
cuss ed it with them, and there were a l9t of young men and 
wome n there who ·obviously understand French." Of course , 
.there's one fundamental requirem~nt for all these. African
Fre nchmen for being a cultivated person: you've got to 
talk and understand French. 

,. 

I 

,... 
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Then, he said, "But last night, Mr. President, I was 
at Fordham, arid there were hundreds , hundreds of Jesuit 
priests there." Kennedy smiled and said, "How many were 
there?" "Well," ·he said, "I don't know exactly, but there 
were several hundred." "And you mean you got out with 
your clothes on?" Kennedy asked, grinning. It was hard 
for me ·to translate this, and when he got it, Senghor 
roared with laughter. Kennedy said, too, "You must have 
been a very courageous man to enter into that kind of 
assembly." 

Then Senghor said, "Mr. President, I've read before 
coming over, I've read your book La Strategie pouthla Paix, 
and I was very impressed." He added, "I ' m sorry at y-
didn't read it in English"--he knows English Senghor; he's 
translated some of our poets, Negro poets, into French-~ 
he said, "But I wanted to read it quickly." And then 
Kennedy replied, "Well, thank you." "But, you know, Mr. 
President, I've been in office now for eight months and 
one thing I've learned: it's much easier to write about 
these things than to act on the basis of what you've 
written." 

There was a charming little bit, too, when Senghor 
expressed awe at the Lincoln Memorial and the President 
immediately called the pilot and said, "Fly slowly around 
the Lincoln Memorial. Let the President have a good look 
at it." We did just that, and it was an inspiring 
sight. 

After landing on the White House lawn, we went 
directly into the President's office. The talk between 
the two Presidents began immediately. 

O'CONNOR: You were still serving as interpreter at this 
point, I suppose? 
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KAISER: well, no, we had a professional interpreter by 
then. And who was there? I guess [Dean) Rusk 
or [George w.] Ball. I'm not sure. Rusk may 

have been away. And [G. Mennen] soapy Williams and myself, 
their Foreign Minister, their ambassador. The two Presi
dents already had warmed up, in just those few minutes .••• 
How long does it take to fly from Andrews to the White 
House? About seven minutes? They already had a feeling of 
rapport. They were two eggheads, ·and both had a good sense 
of humor. 

1 
. . 

The first thing ~enn~dy said ·to s ~nghor in the white 
House was, "Now, ·'look, Mr. President, I've a very irnportantdecision 
to make . in regard to an African country and I need your 
advice." You can· see why the African chiefs of state went 
for .Kennedy. Ht: said, "I need your advice. we've got this 
Volta Darn project in Ghana. It involves a big chunk of ·· 
aid for · this fellow, [Kwame] Nkrurnah." And he added, "You 
know, I'm sure, what the problem is with this man. And. 
what's more, I must be frank with you: if I give this man 
this much aid, it means . that other African countries won't · 
get as much as they might otherwise have received." 

Senghor said, "Mr. President, I appreciate your asking. 
· · me for my advice. Let me start by saying to you that 

there's no question in my mind that what Nkrumah needs more 
'ihiln anything else is a psychiatrist." I '11 never forget 
this, a psychiatrist. And he added, "Et ~ tr'es bon~
chiatrist," a very good psychiatrist. Senghor added, "I 
know the character. I visited hi~ last year, a state· visit. 
I .could tell you about some of the stunts he pulled to pre
vent me from talking to the university students . . . 
[Interruption] • . . at the University of Ghana who were 

· not friendly. to Nkrumah, and Nkrurnah had seen the text of 
~y speech," ~aid senghor, "earlier in the day. It was a 
liberal one, .and it had. in . it idea's and views that he didn't 
find congenial. He did manage to sabotage my appearance 
by touring me around until it was too late for me to see the 
students. But," said senghor to the President, to President 
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Kenne dy, "in spite of this ma n's instability , in spite of 
his r a dic a l politics with most of which I dis agree , you, 
Mr. Pre sident , have no a lternative in my view" (tha t is, 
in s e nghor's view) "but to go a long wi th this proj ect, 
pa rticularly if, as I understa nd, it's economica lly viable, 
b ec a use otherwise the west Afric a n pe ople s a nd p eople in 
Africa g ener ~ lly will accuse you of using a id. for vulgar, 
ide ological and political obj ective s. And e v e n though it 
doe s me a n that, as you pointed out, tha t othe r African 
countri e s will get less aid, it's my firm conviction, it's 
my belief that JOU should approve the volta River project." 

This wa s the main pciint I r ecall in that conversation. 
There we r e other matters tha t carne up in what was a g e neral 
tour d'horizon of the whole African scene. And wha t im
pre ssed itse lf on .one's mind , a s indicate d by the specific 
example I gave, was the d egre e of int er ~st a nd concern that 
Pr e sident Ke nnedy showed, first, in the ove r a ll Africa n 
situation and, s econdly, in the way in which he made s e nghor 
f e el tha t what senghor felt and thought, what his views 
we re about tha t specific Ghanaian issue as well as the 
other overall issues in Afric ~ , were to him, to President 
Ke nnedy, terribly important. And, naturally, this had a 
big effect on senghor. 

O'CONNOR: Did S e nghor talk to you about this meeting at 
all after? 

KAISER: Oh, yes. we 'll come back to tha t. At lunch 
there were a couple of amusing incidents which 
ar e wor ·th reporting. It's a. little bit of back

ground, a little bit of the wonderful cha rm of Pre sident 
Ke nnedy. After the lunch he gave a toast to the President 
in the usual manner, and his opening r e mark, I remember, 
was that he knew of some chiefs of state who wrote poetry . 
but neve r had the courage to have it _published, but he 
was delighted that there was one chief of state who not 
only wrote it but had it published b e cause:.·it was such 
great poetry and it enriched the world culturally. 
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And then senghor got up. Ke nnedy's s peech was inter
pre t ed into French, of course . The r e wa s a profess ional 
interpreter the re . The n s e nghor, who speaks impeccable 
Fre nch--he's one of the great French speak ers of the wor ld, 
a ma ster of the langua g e , a nd this is recognized by French
me n--he got up and in his usual manner .. : gave a perfect 
little response, just delightful, and the French was elegant. 
And there's another beautiful thing about his French: It 
was not only always elegant, but it was always simple and 
clear. And Kennedy, who had had nothing but a few years of 
high school French, was simply delighted with the fact that 
he could understand it. And this apparently had never 
happened to him quite before, so when the interpreter got 
up to interpret Senghor, he jumped up, Preside nt Kennedy 
just spontaneously jumped up and said, "I'm terribly sorry, 
but we're not going to have President Senghor's remarks 
interpreted. If there was anybody here who couldn't under
stand this elegant, beautiful, wonderfully clear French, 
then it's their misfortune." And .•. 

O'CONNOR: I guess senghor appreciated that. That was 
delightful. 

KAISER: You se~, the irony was, of course, that Kennedy 
. forgot in the ex~berance of the moment that there 

were people there who'd never had even any high 
school French. Obviously, if you'd never had any French at 
all, you couldn't possibly understand in spite of the fact 
that it was so elegant and clear and comprehensible. 
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Then afterwards, after we got up from the table, there 
was a marvelous exchange involving walter Lippmann. The 
President said to me, "Bring over Mr. Lippmann. I want to 
introduce him to President s enghor , a nd I want them to 
chat a little bit." I brought over Lippmann. And Senghor, 
who isno slouch himself, you know, had a bit of the art him
self, said, "Ah, Monsieur Lippmann," he said, "after all 
these years I have the honor of meeting you. Needless to 
say, I have read you regularly down through the years, and 
thanks to you I've been enlightened on many difficult and 
complicated issues. My views have been clarified, and 
I've been able to understand things that otherwise would 
have been beyond my comprehension." And Lippmann began 
smiling like a boy who'd just been given a big, big ice 
cream cone, at which point Kennedy said, picking up 
Senghor's line he said, "Well, President Senghor, I know 
exactly what you mean. The trouble is, though, that Mr. 
Lippmann writes his column only three times a week. On 
Tuesday, Thursday and Friday, when his column appears, 
life is very simple for me. I know what decisions to take. 
I know what to do. The day goes easily and smoothly. But 
those other days," said Kennedy, "when there's no Lippman 
column, I'm lost. I flounder. I don't know the answer." 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

Oh, brother. 

But the b eautiful part was they did it, they 
did it both v.ery straight. Lippmann just 
absolutely. . • • The grin was one • 

O'CONNOR: . I can imagine. I can imagine. 
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KAISER: well, after that, to b ecome serious now, a ft e r 
tha t life beca me a lot easie r for me. The re was 
a feeling about Kenne dy on the p art of Senghor 

that was very personal. He sense d tht this man was iderested 
in, r e ally interested in their problems , ~nderstood their 
policy of nonalignment, wasn't pushing them too hard on the 
political front, didn't want obvious qui d pro quos for aid 
given. And the President did another thing. 

BEGIN SIDE II TAPE I 

KAISER: 

that I was 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

The President 
of this day. 
at that--that 

did another thing in the course 
He made it clear--he was very good 
I was his boy , gave the feeling 

A genuine representative. 

I was his representative. And this became, 
later on, invaluable in one or two dramatic 
ways, one in particular very important way. 

And there is no exaggerating the importance of this kind 
of feeling at the top level if it's properly used. Now 
in f a irness, by the way, in all fairness, Johnson had 
visited Dakar, senegal. 

O'CONNOR: Yes, I know. JUst before you'd gotten there. 

KAISER: First visit he ever took abr oad as vice Presi-
dent. And he had gotten them some aid and done 
a good job and done a really good job on the 

visit, made a big impression. This had kind of opened the 
way up for this good feeling. I can't r ecall, I'm sorry 
to say, whether the Vice president was at that luncheon. 
I have a feeling he wasn't. He may have been out of town. 
In fact, I'm pretty sure he was away because he didn't 
turn up, either, for the dinner that senghor gave. He had 
a previous engagement--h~ may have been abroad, but he 
certainly wasn't in washington. 
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Afte r s e nghor's visit with Ke nnedy, my job as Ambass a dor 
b ecame easier. About four hours o f Pres ide nt Ke nne dy 's t i me 
wa s involved--a talk of about a n hour a nd a h a lf in t h e 
White House and a luncheon of a couple o f h ours. From the 
point of view of [Kenneth P.] Ke nny O'Donnell, I'm sure it 
wa s a complete wa ste of time . But on the basis of this 
expenditure of three or four hours, senghor, a bright, very 
articulate, civilized, cultivated Chief of state, ~had the 
feeling that -he h a d a special, personal relationship with 
the President. And I gather from other ambassadors that 
almost all the Africans who came to see him . . . 

O'CONNOR: Received that feeling. 

KAISER: ... had that same feeling . And I know it from 
my second President, ould Daddah of· Mauretania. 
Now then when I wert back to Senegal after 

senghor's visit, on several occasions--you couldn't overdo 
this, but when the issue was important enough--I would say 
to Senghor, "Your friend, President Kennedy, needs your 
help," or, "You can't do this to your friend Kennedy." 
And he was always very responsive. I didn't overdo it. 
I had to be careful. 

There was an incident, 'though, in reverse which was 
intere sting. Senghor gave before his big party congress 
a long speech, a couple of hours speech, in which he used 
the line that [Charles] de Gaulle uses--de Gaulle is one 
of his great heroes--he used theline that de Gaulle uses 
often now, and that's equating the united states with 
Russia, the Soviet Union . In his speech before the party 
congress senghor talked about "les deux grandes," the two 
great powers. And he made no differentiation between the 
two, the soviet union and the united states. As a matter 
of fact, as I recall now, it was in that context in which 
he said these two represented the new imperialism. He 
was trying to suggest that France was no longer imperialist, 
this was no longer- its advocation because it was no longer 
powerful enough. 



0 
-~; , 

0 

-24-

I got annoyed about the speech, a nd I felt I had to go 
and see Senghor about it. Fortunately, I had a couple of 
goodies to give him. When you're going to be a little 
rough· ~wi th a chief of state, it's always a good thing to 
say, "Well, I've gd:three or £our things to talk to you 
about." And then you add, "Well,that road you wanted, I 
think we can help you build it. This other matter. . •• 
And then finally you come to your real point: "Well, then, 
Mr. President, as long as I'm here, I want to mention your 
speech before your party. I've read i t , and I must say I'm 
very disappointed. I can't help ~eeling that, on the basis 
of some of the ~pings you said, that I've been a failure 
here. I'm afraid I haven't represented my country very well 
if a man of your intelligence and your understanding of 
political philosophy, of the difference between nationQ, 
of history, if you can say as you_did, that there's no i 

difference between the soviet. union and the united states·: 
of America. Obviously, I haven't been able to e~plain 
satisfactorily what the United states stands for ;· what 
our traditions are, what our aspirations are. certainly, 
you don't indicate that you ·.:understand , otherwis~ you 
couldn't have made the kind of statement you did." 

And he replied, "Ah, ·Excellence, you may have a point. 
The trouble is that I drafted a good deal of thi$. speech 
before President Kennedy was inaugurated and before I 
realized what kind of a man he was. 11 

I replied, "Wait a minute. Monsieur le President, this 
is not related to President Kennedy. ,We're talk~ng now 
about something fundamental in American history . and tradi
tion. One _of your favorite words is huma nisme. Humanism 
is a basic strain in American history that goes back. to 
Thomas Jefferson, one _of the greatest figures in American 
history." And I said, "This is. not just a question of 
President Kennedy. President Xennedy is in that· tradition. 
This is something that goes very deep in American culture." 

- And I added, "By the way, have you ever read any Thomas 
Jefferson?" "No." "Well, Mr. President, it's very diffi
cult really to understand America without having read 
people like Thomas Jefferson, particularly a man like 
Jefferson, who was such a Francophile, whom you would 
enjoy so much." · And· .. then I we nt on to e xplain early 
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American politics with particular emphasis on the impact 
of the French Rev~lution. Ama zing, Senghor knew nothing 
about Jefferson. · This is a literate Frenchman, rea lly, 
an African Frenchman. 

O'CONNOR: Yes, I would expect Jefferson would have been 
the one man he would have read. 

KAISER: Yes, but he hadn't. Then I really poured it on 
him. "And have you ever read John Dewey?" I 
said, "You're a man who goes to the source of 

things, to the heart of things." And I told him a little 
bit about John Dewey, the great philosopher of American 
pragmatism, undoubtedly the greatest philosopher produced 
by America. And I added, "Do you know what his politics 
were?" Well, senghor didn't know. I said, "He was a 
socialist. He used to call himself a socialist." senghor 
said, "Oh, come on. How is this possible?" "Well," I 
said, "this is what we mean when we mean when we talk about 
the American pragmatic society, the many variations in it." 
And he said, "Well, can you get me some translations of 
Dewey?" And I assured him, "We'll take care of that." 
At the end he stated, "All right. Let me reread my speech. 
It hasn't been published yet. And when it's published in 
the party paper I'll make a few changes. I don't agree with 
everything you've said, but I think you have a point." 
I didn't expect him to, but he did make some changes, and he 
did work in a favorable reference to Kennedy. 

But it was interesting, this exchange between us. 
This was a kind of reverse twist, you see, where you try 
to .... And I didn't let him get away with it, which 
was the right thing to do. You know, I couldn't allow him, 
an intelligent man, to have the notion that liberalism in 
America, or humanism, was something that j~st ernef.ged like 
suddenly with John F. Kennedy. 
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I suppose his reason actually for making that 
sort of speech, though, was to continue the 
stance of neutralism. 

KAISER: Nonalignment. Non aligne. That's right. That 
was the whole idea. And also, you see, he was 
attacked always by young radicals for being too 

pro-French, and he used the speech as a means of dealing 
with that problem. He made the point that there was no 
longer any French imperialism. That evolved from his 
attack on the deux grands, which he ·contended were the 
only imperialist powers in the world today. 

well, the real test came, of course, during the 
cuban crisis. I was instructed in an urgent message from 
President Kennedy to get the Senegalese to deny the Rus~ 
sians the use of Dakar airport. There were two airports in 
west Africa that the Russiamwanted to use. They needed 
them desperately if they were going to fly equipment and 
personnel from Moscow to Havanna. Dakar and conakry in 
Guinea. And I got the instructions and the full text 
'of the President's speech before he delivered it, · the 
famous speech in which he informed the American people and 
the rest . of the world of the crisis in cuba and of the 
action he had decided to take. 

And I had a date, interestingly enough, that after
noon at 4 o'clock to take senator [Allen J.] Ellender 
over to see Senghor. 

O'CONNOR: Oh, really. 

KAISER: And I exploited Ellender. I could have gotten 
an appointment anyhow on an emergency ?asis, 
but I called up senghor's secretary, whom I 

knew well, and told her that I had something very important 
to talk to the president alone about, could I see him about 
twenty minutes before his scheduled meeting with Ellender 
and· me. And this was wo~ked out. 

' . 
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I .came in and presented Senghor with the English text 
of the spe ech , after pointing out to him the s e riousne ss of 
the crisis and President Kenn edy's need for help. s enghor 
r ead the spee ch in English (there had b een no time for a 
Fre nch translation). And he said this is very grave: 
"C • e~t tr'cs gra ve. 11 He c aught the essence of it immediately. 
And I ·saii, 11 Yes. You realize what President Kennedy is 
trying to do here . 11 He replied, · 11Yes, 11 and added, 11 I must 
help him to the . . 11 

O'CONNOR: He was in sympathy with that ? 

KAISER: 11 I must help him to the extent that I can, .. he 
said. 11 And, of course, we' r e not aligned and 
the Russians aren't using the airport now. 

And it would be an act of. It would violate our 
fundamental policy if we changed our practice ... Now, 
Senghor himself was then in the midst of a domestic · 
political crisis. 

O'CONNOR: sure. That was the problem with the Prime 
Minister, wasn't it? 

KAISER: Yes. very serious crisis at that time. And, 
in fact, when was the cuban crisis? This was 
just before the election, in November. And 

early December actually was when the abortive coup d'etat 
occurred in Dakar. The Prime Minister was much more to the 
left than S enghor. He had just visited Moscow. And Senghor 
was a little concerned, more than a little concerned. He 
said, 11 But you know I have some troubles with my Prime 
Minister, Mamadou Dia. 11 He paus'ed, and then added, 11 I'm 
having a cabinet meeting tomorrow morning. can you · write 
me a letter about the airport and deliver it, get it to me 
personally at the palace before the meeting tomorrow?" ' 
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whe n h e mention e d Ma rnadou _Dia, I pointe d out to him I 
h a d word that [S ekou] Toure was going to probably close 
down conakry. Tha t wa s where good communic a tions b e twe en 
wa shington and our embassies ·h e lpe d. I s a id to h im, "Of 
cours e you rea lize, Mr . Preside nt, that to the Ame rican 
pe ople it would be absolutely incomprehensible , to the 
President, to President Kennedy in -parti cular, and the 
American people, if Toure, the radical, closed down his 
airport and you didn't close down Dakar . " "Oh," he said, 
"you must .include that in the letter . You must say in the 
letter that you understand Toure is closing down conakry. 

That is what we did. I went back to my e mbassy, and 
we had a fascina ting exercise in drafting. Every office r 
in our embassy spoke good French, but there was only one who 
really drafted French well, comfortably , and tha t was the 
DCM (Deputy chief of Mission], but he wa s on horne leave. 
And there were one or two colleagues who -were completely 
bilingual--one officer's parents had been French. But when 
it carne to writing we h a d difficulty. But we got out what 
we wanted, and we got the letter to him. They went along . 
and . . . 

O'CONNOR: And did he run into much opposition from 
Marnadou Dia? 

KAISER: No; apparently not. s e nghor got it through. 
He s e nt word to me that the y wouldn't let the 
Russians use the Dak a r airport. · 

well, I think this give s you some flavor of the· impact 
of President Kennedy at a -critical moment in our history. 

Now as to the other Pre sident to whom I was accredited, 
to make it much more brief, the other f e llow, the first 
time I rnet . hirn when I presented my credentials to him, 
Ould Daddah, up in his desert capital in Nouakchott, re
called the speech that Kennedy had made on Algeria. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

Yes, that's the one Schlesinge r me ntioned. 

Schlesinger's got that. ~I mentione d this to 
Arthur. Ould Daddah told me wha t a dramatic 
ef fect it h a d h a d on all the Afr icans in P~ri s. 
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But we h a d a little difficulty with Ould Daddah later 
on. He came to New York shortly after senghor, 19 .... 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

Yes. I have the d ate down here somewhere. 

No. The first time Pr e sident Kennedy didn't see 
him at first; we couldn't fix a d a t e . I think 
it wa s shortly after senghor's visit, and Ke n 

O'Donnell was difficult. I finally got a date. I squee zed 
it out of Ken O'Donnell, but it was later than he wanted it, 
Ould Daddah, and he was quite upset. His vanity and Arab 
pride got the better of him and he decided to return home 
without seeing the President. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

Yes, it was in November, I guess. He came to 
the U.N., didn't he? 

Yes, that's right. He came to New York. It 
was around that time. 

1961, November. 

KAISER:· That's right. It wa s too bad, but they're very 
s e nsitive, these Moors . 

. The n h e c a me to the U.N. in october, s hortly 
b e for e the a s sas s i n a tion, in octobe r 1963. He h adn't ~sked 
f o r a n appoint ment--! wa s in wa shington on home l e ave --a nd 
I thought it would b e a good idea , to ma k e up for the b a d 
f eeling a s a result of the last:_. time , to take the initiative . 
And I squeez ed an hour or presumably one hour for him out of 
Kenny 0 'Donnell. · He was very reluctant to give Ould Daddah 
any time. I had to use a lot of pressure. 
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And then I went up to meet him at the airport in New 
York when he arrived from Mauritania. And I said to him, 
"President Kennedy, when he heard you were coming, expre ssed 
a strong d e sire to see you and he would appr ecia te it v e ry 
much if you could come up on Thursday"--or Friday, whe ne ver 
it was. "He'd like very much to have a chance to have a 
good talk with you on problems of mutual interest and to 
discuss the African scene." Well, Ould Dadda h was rather 
taken aback, in a nice way, and he said, we ll, he wanted to 
s e e what his schedule wa s like. He played it cute, in an 
a musing way. He obviously wante d t o me e t Ke nnedy. I sa i d, 
"I understood that, but the Presi de nt a lso wa nte d me to tell 
you tha t he would send up a priva t e plane to pick you up 
and take you back so that you wouldn ' t b e too inconve nienced." 
The following day I got word that he would be happy to come. 

auld naddah was an entirely diffe r ent sort of fellow: 
more reserved; shy; less, much l e ss the man of the world 
than senghor, who was quite a Parisie n. senghor spent a 
lot of time in Paris and moved in French intellectual, 
establishment circles. [Jean] Paul Sart re wa s a gre at 
friend of his. He had been a member of the French National 
Assembly, had been in the French gove rnme nt, had served as 
secretary of state in one or two of the c abinets in the 
Fourth Re public. auld Daddah wa s much younge r. He was a 
l Qwyer, French lawyer, and bright. He a lso c a me from a 
v e ry good , Mar aboutic family, · auld Da ddah . Tha t's the 
r e ligious e lite of Maurita ni a . In a ddit ion, h e h a d a ll of 
the cunning, the pa ti e nc e , and the wisdom, too, that it took 
to survive as a Mauritanian in this b a r r e n l a nd, plus the 
good French education. He wa s marrie d t o a French wife 
who'd gone . to law school with him~ She too wa s a l awyer. 
In short, he was a bright character in his own way. A 
little guy, and he came into President Kennedy's office full 
of awe for his host. And it didn't take long for the 
President to abs9lutel~ charm him • 
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SECRETARY: Pardon, je vous prie. vous voulez deux 
martinis? 

KAISER: Qui. 

O'CONNOR: oui. 

KAISER: Let's see. ThE will confuse these people. 

O'CONNOR: They'll understand. 

KAISER: There were two things that I told President 
Kennedy in a briefing before Ould Daddah's 
visit: First, that this fellow had given up 

budgetary support voluntarily, said to the French, "I 
don't want any more budgetary support," because he wanted 
to show his independence. And the President picked that up 
and patted Ould Daddah on the back, so to speak, and said, 
"Tell me, now, how could you do this? This is wonderful. 
This is so rare. All the under-developed countries keep 
pressing us for money, for budgetary support, and you 
voluntarily gave it up because you wanted to stand on your 
own feet." · You could just see little Ould Da.ddah sort 
of rising up. 

At that moment the Algerians and Moroccans were having 
a border war over a piece of rea lly valuable territory. 
This was very important for ould Daddah. The Moroccans 
had still not recognized 'him, and the territory that the 
Moroccans wanted would have given them a common border with 
Mauritania, which they didn't have. President Kennedy . 
asked President Ould Daddah his views about this war, a 
tough question to 'field in light of Ould Daddah's hostility 
to Morocco. Ould Daddah really handled it beautif~lly. 
He opened up by saying, "You know, Mr. President, we have 
our problems about Morocco, and it's difficult for me to be 
completely objective, but I'll try to the best of my 
ability." And then he continued on that basis. He really . 
made a big impression on Kennedy. He a nswered it cle v e rly. 
He was ' "objective" (quotes), but he managed to come down 
on Algeria's side. 
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The conversation went on much longer than the hour 
allocated. It lasted for almost two hours. That ··.was the 
morning that Kenny O'Donnell shook with irritation and 
annoyance. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

Must have, yes, ma~e Kenny O'Donnell worry. 

There was a big and important delegation from 
Illinois waiting outside, and we kept them 
waiting for almost an hour. 

Oh, brother. 

KAISER: And as we walked out--I naturally remember 
this--as we walked out of the corridor, the 
two Presidents walked together with the inter

preter between them. I was with soapy, and we were about 
ten feet behind. And this is the last time I saw President 
Kennedy. He turned back to me as he said to Ould Daddah, 
"Don't say these nice things about the Ambassador to me. 
Tell them to the Ambassador. He's the fellow who would 
like to hear them." [Interruption] 

O'CONNOR: Okay. You were speaking about the consequences 
of that meeting with Ould Daddah. 

KAISER: I think I was saying that Ould Daddah was 
absolutely charmed by Kennedy. I remember the 
rest of the day I took him around Washington, 

and then we flew back on the private plane together and we 
chatted about the meeting. He was just radiant, really, 
Ould Daddah. 
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we had a problem with Mauritania involving Pan American. 
pan AmericaNhad opened up a flight shortly before that went 
from New York to Lisbon to Morocco and then down to conakry. 
If you looked at the map, African map, you would quickly 
see that the most direct way, the direct way from Rabat to 
conakry is across about seven or eight hundred miles of 
Mauritanian desert. Ould Daddah, in order to show his fellow 
Africans what a tough guy he was, to demonstrate that he 
wasn't just a client state of France, that he was a bit of 
a radical, said he wouldn't allow this plane, a plane that 
had touched down in Portugal, to use Mauritanian air space. 
This was one of those periods when the Africans we.re par
ticularly angry at the Portuguese and the south A~ricans. 

There were a couple of double twists involved in this 
decision. It pointed to the fact, it underlined ~he fact 
that the plane landed in Morocco, which hadn't yet· recog
nized Mauritania, and it also was ~oing to Toure's country, 
to Guinea, so that here was Ould Daddah being mor~ virtuous 
politically than both Morocco and Guinea. All of ~his was 
costing Pan American quite a bit of extra money because the 
only way they could reach conakry was to fly all the way out 
westward over North Africa and then turn down the coast to 
conakry. · 

Before Ould Daddah arrived in washi ngton, the question 
arose whether President Kennedy should raise the issue of 
the Pan Amcricun flight with Ould Daddah, and I said no, I 
thought it would be undignified. I added, "Let me give him 
instead the Arab treatment. On the way back on the plane 
when we talk about his meeting with you I will say, 'Inci
dentally, there was one matter that the President might have 
raised but as a host, out · of consideration to you, he didn't· 
want to raise it, but I know it's on his mind.'" The Presi
dent was delighted with this idea and told me to proceed 
as I suggested. 
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And fortunately, it worked just the way I hoped it 
would. On the plane back to New York, Ould Daddah was 
still glowing from his meeting with the President. whe n 

· he finished telling me~~.how delighted he was with the visit. 
I raised the Pan American issue in the manner I had recom
mended. And he immediately called over ·nis foreign secre
tary, who was there, and said, "What's this all about?" 
(Of course he knew the facts). "Is it true that Pan 

American can It fly over our air space?" The foreign secre
tary said, "•Yes . " "Well," Ould D~ddah said, "as soon as we get 
back to Maurita~~a, to Nouakchott, I want you to change this 
order, and Pan American must have the r~ght to fly over our 
air space." And he did it. When I left Ould Daddah in New 
York, put him on the plane that flew ~o odkar, I immediately 
called washington and told them to send a telegram to my i 
Charge in Nouakchott, [William L. , Jr;.] Bill Eagleton •· . .' t 

: ' • . : . . j .. . 
. ; . 

. O'CONNOR: What's his name? : ' 0 \ ; ' ' I • . . . . . . . • , .· .. 
• 0 • • • • ~ : 

. . . ' . 

. . ... 

. . . . ' KAISER: Bill Eagleton • 

'• 

. . . 

; . . 

O'CONNOR: Eagleton. That's for the benefit of ~those who ··,:.· 
are going to type this. 

,·: KAISER: • telling him of my conversation with ould 
Daddah and instructing him to be sure. to get 
i~ touch with the Foreign Minister soon after 

he returned to Nouakchott. But the Foreign Mlni~ter took 
the initiative and got in touch with Eagleton fi~st, the day 
the Foreign Minister got back from the u.s. · 

. ~· i... • 

· O'CONNOR: He actu~lly:· ~arried out .that . . promise ~rnmediately. 
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Apparently immediately. The other thing was 
that on the China issue, on the U.N. vote--I 
don't remember, to be perfectly honest, how 

the vote question was posed--but Ould Daddah did not go 
the whole way in spite of the fact that on that issue the 
Pre sident had asked him, President Kennedy had asked him 
specifically for support. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

O'CONNOR: 

He had asked him specifically to vote against 
China in this particular question. 

Against communist China. 

Yes, against communist China. 

KAISER: And he was the only one of those twelve Fre nch-
African states who voted that way, and it was 
really undignified in light of what I was saying, 

I think yesterday, what I was saying earlier, about the deal 
on his being admitted to the U.N., because his getting into 
U.N. was wrapped up with the China ~sue, you recal+, Outer 
Mongolia and himself being admitted with all of the twelve 
French African states then voting against communist china. 

Now this takes you to your question about personal 
diplomacy, how far can you go with personal diplomacy, 
which is a very good question. And the answer is not easy. 
I suppose the answer is: It all depends. It all d e p e nds on 
the basic orientation of the other country, to begin with. 
It depends, too, on the extent of the personal feelings in
volved. I presume when you asked that question, we're 
assuming here thatm each case the chief of state has been 
favorably impressed by President Kennedy, and what you're 
asking is: How much of a "pay-off," so to speak, to use 
the vernacular, can you derive from that fact, were you 
able to derive from that fact. And all one can say, I 
suppose, is it's a very· important lubricant. It can be 
a very important lubricant. 

; . 
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As I was sugge sting to you e arli er, when the tape 
wa sn't running , it was quite extraordinary in the case of 
Pr e side nt Ke nne dy for the three yea rs,· almost thr e e y ea r s , 
b ecaus e it was already b ecoming a p parent tha t it wa s going 
to b e tough for him to do as much as h e wa nte d to for the 
Africans; to provide as much aid as h e might h a·v e liked to 
~rovide, so that the real test n e ver came. The fact is, 
though, that over . that period I don't think a nybody c ould 
r e fute the fact, refute the conclusion, could argue tha t 

. his personal diplomacy hadn't worked. I hasten to add a 
little caveat here; the us e of the word "personal diplo
macy"--the phrase "personal diplomacy" may be misleading. 
It has a kind of traditional significance , a nd you we r e 
d ea ling h e re with something special and unique. I think I 
ma y h a ve s a id earlie r you're~dealing here with pe rsonality. 
wh e n you t a lk traditionally about p e rsonal diplomacy, you 
t a lk, I suppose , about diploma cy b e twe e n, dealing b e tween 
chiefs of state or special emissaries of chie fs of state, 
but you have to be careful about your terms here . "Per
sonal" has several different meanings. In the case of 
President K~nnedy you were dealing with a v e ry unique per
sonality which in and of its e lf made an impact. He was 
young; he was vigorous; he projecte d an image of boldness, . 
of newness, of a . willingne ss to experiment, of a willingness 
to ·cha nge policy. So that you'r e not just talking about 

·p e rsonal contact, s ee . You're talking about things that 
have a substantive connotation. 

It wa s this combinati on of characteristics ascribed 
to the preside nt which made up his image , which consti
tute d his image in the eyes and in the minds of these 
v a rious chiefs of state. It was in that context that you 
got the most favorable consideration, or you got a more 
favorable consideration, you as an ambassador representing 
our country or representing president Kennedy at that time, 
than you probably would have r eceived under a different 
set of circumstances and with a diffe r e nt personality as 
President . And I think that's really t h e point. That 
doesn't mean that you always got what you wanted, you al
ways got the vote that you wanted • . 
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O'CONNOR: But a l i ttle bit more consideration. 

KAISER: You always got a lot mor e consideration, and 
you ofte n got it, too, whe n it wa s a crucia l 
que stion of--you know, when it wa s touch and 

go , so . to speak. When the d ecision coul d go either way the 
tende ncy was to go right rather than wrong b e c a use of this 
feeling. I think this is a pretty balanced and fair answer 
to your question. 

O'CONNOR: Ye s, I think it is. There a r e really only two 
other questions that I spe c i fically wanted to 
a sk you. And the first one is--and you com

mented a little bit about this when we wer e off the tape 
as well~-were there any specific policies of preside nt 
Kenn ~dy or ofthe Kennedy Administration toward Africa that 
h a d a strong effect negatively or positi vely on Senegal 
or Mauritania? I was thinking specifically of the con
golese policy. 

KAISER: Well, Pre sident Kennedy's congole se policy made 
a big impre ssion, and Senghor was very conscious 
of this because on s e veral occasions there was . 

talk of senghor being the mediator betwe e n the two sides in 
the congolese conflict. He had credit on both sides, and 
thre e or four time s s e nghor's mediation was me ntione d as 
a possibility, publicly a nd private ly . s e nghor said to me 
whe n we came down v ery strongly on the U.N. side , sup
porting the n a g Hammarskjold policy of winding up the 
Katanga s e cession movement, "Well, this prove s to any in
t e lligent, f a ir-minde d African that your government, 
Pre sident Kennedy, is prepared to follow a policy which 
runs counter to the policy of your close allies, France and 
England and Belgium." · And this certainl y made a big im
pression. It went on over quite a period of time; it wasn't 
just a day or - a week. 
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O'CONNOR' It was a consistent policy. 

KAISER: That's right. Not one act. It was something 
that demanded persistence, sticking with it, 
taking some g a ff back horne, which the Africans 

s a w, a fellow like Senghor~appreciated. I could always 
talk to senghor about the President's domestic problems. 

O'CONNOR: · Because he understood them. 

KAISER: well, yes. And foreign policy, you see, is a 
matter of--more and more one becomes aware of 
this fact. How shall I say it? It's a matter 

of making the demands--good relations between two countries . 
is, to a considerable extent, a matter of doing everything 
possible to handle the relations betwee n two countries in 
a way that does not exacerbate the domestic problem~ of 
one or the other. If you can prevent domestic pressures 
from compelling you to do things that run counter to the 
interests of other countries, particularly your friends, 
then you're going to get good or better international 
relations. More and more I think this is the case, prob
ably has been all along. what are your needs internally? 
what yo~needs are internally or what your aspirations are, 
what your problems are internally, they always, practically 
a lways, are the higher priority, and this makes international 
relations today more complicated because never before were 
countries so inter-related economically and in other ways 
and communications so instant and so widespread. 
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You have that case in England now, the big debate be
cause of their economic problems. , Do you give up or do you 
cut back drastically your world role? If you've got a 
foreign exchange problem, should you be east of sue z? 
Should you cut back your army in the Rhine? In short, 
these internal economic problems have all kinds of inter
national implications. This is probably true in the 
modern world where often you have to do things internally 
that rnuke your friends or countries that are not your 
friends quite unhappy. An amba ssa dor has to make that 
point, when you explain to Senghor, when you'd come to him 
or Ould Da ddah and you'd say, "Look, you've got to appre
ciate wha t the internal problems of the Pre side nt are. 
Let me explain to you the history of the whole Chines ~

Korean war." You remind them of the s e ntiment about China 
in the United state s and the reasons for those s entiments. 

Now if a Chief of state has a positive feeling about 
the American President, he tends to feel sympathetic and 
he says, "Well, now, this f e llow's got a tough job. It's 
the most powerful country in .the world, with all its 
problems, and President Kennedy is such a fine fellow, he's 
my friend. I must try to help him .... " I don't know 
whether I made myself clear. 

O'CONNOR: Yes, that explains my question. 

KAISER: Now, the othe r thing that made a big impression, 
intere stingly enough, was pre sident Kennedy's 
position on civil rights. And here Bobby Ken

ne dy, who also had charisma in Africa, was a h e lp--youknow, 
he carne to the Ivory coast represe nting the President and 
made a very favorable impression on the Africans. They had 
a feeling that he too was deeply intere sted in their prob
lems, as well as his brother, the Preside nt. But the sense 
that President Kennedy was much more positive about civil 
rights than Eisenhower. had r egistered very strongly, and 
this certainly had its effect. -
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O'CONNOR: we ll, you'~e me ntioned now the n two policies , 
one in a sens e a for e ign po licy and the othe r 
a dome stic policy, tha t did have a n influenc e . 

The othe r que stion tha t I wa nte d to a sk you is sort of t h e 
r e v e rse of this. The s e were two positi v e influenc e s. we r e 
there any really n egative steps tha t we r e t a k e n, steps tha t 
you thought wer e mistake s with regard to an African policy , 
or steps that influenced senghor or Ould Daddah unfavorably? 

KAISER: we ll, let me thing. Ther e was b e ginning to 
d e v e lop a t the end of tha t p e riod, a t the end 
of that thr ee y ear period , a realization tha t 

the bloom wa s going off, the bloom wa s dis a ppearing so far 
a s American attitude towards Africa was ~oncerne~, tha t we 
were being more heavily engaged e ls ewhe r e , tha t we wer e 
giving Africa lowe r priority. s enghor t a lke d to me about 
that a couple of times to~rds the e nd of my tour. I was 
the r e , what, about thirty-four months? Ould Da ddah also 
discussed it: Why wasn't rnor~ aid forthcoming? why were 
you losing inter est in Africa? This was c ertainly begin
ning to emerge , and that's why I s a y tha t the r e al test .. 
You r e member I said a little earlie r the r eal test was 
about to come. It never r ea lly carne. But up to the point . 
tha t I left, the African balance shee t on Pre sident Kennedy 
and the u.s4 was in the black, quite strongly black. 

O'CONNOR: 

KAISER: 

But I thought possibly something like greater 
inv.ol v e rn ent in vie tnam might have . . 

we ll, we hadn't gotten that involved by the 
time I left, you see. I left in May ' 64. 
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Though even during the Kennedy Administration 
there was a ·greater and greater tendency toward 
involvement. 

Ye s. 

And I wondered if the, you know, the handwriting 
was on the wall and perhaps this would .. ! . 

No. I think the thing that was more important 
was the point I made. 

The bloom gone. American interest .... 

You can't. You can't. You're beginning to 
relegate us to . . . [Interruption] 

Listen, we are finished with this, really. 

:------------------------------- ·-------------- ·---- -- ------- ·--- -


