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O'BRIEN: 
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Second Oral History Interview 

· with 

HOWARD P. JONES 

March 20, 1970 
Boston, Massachusetts 

By Dennis J. O'Brien 

For the John F. Kennedy Library 

Well", I think one ·of the things that· ~ight :·be ·inter~sting 

to begin with would be a comparison or just your 

observations on the changes t _hat take place with 

·the incoming Kennedy Administrati on while you are 

in Indonesia. 
. . 

Do you see any decided shifts in 

policy that occur as a result of that? 

There .was an irrunediate lifting of a heavy atmosphere 

that had been prevailin~. I believe we talked about 

Sukarno's regard for and relationship with Kennedy, 

did we notJ Or hadn't we gotten to that? 

No, we didn't. We didn't quite get into that. 

Well, let me start off by ~aying that before Kennedy 

was elected President I had present~d President 

Sukarno with this book of his speeches which came out. 
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I've forgotten the name of it. Do you remember? 

Profiles in--no, not Profiles in Courage. 

No, the book which conta~ned the .... 

Strategy for Peace? 

I guess that was it. Anyway, the one that contained 

all his speeches. {Tnterruptio~7 One day when I 

was having. breakfast with him he pulled this book 

off his desk and said, "I know that a politician 

often. has to say things that . he doesn't entirely 

me.an. · "But," he said, "if John Kennedy means what 

he says in these speeches, and it would appear that 

.he does, then he and I are in agreement." 

So the year 1961 started off with an expectation 

on Sukarno's part, that the new American President 

was· · a man with whom he could communicate, who understood 

the economic and social revolution that was going on 

in Asia, .who was sympathetic :to the aspir.ations of 

the . less developed areas of the world, a man who 

· believed in the little, man and was interested in doing 

something for him, . ·~n:d above all, a J?an who .understood, 

as SUkarno saw it, the flow . ~f history. 

As soon as · John F. Kennedy was · e.lected President, 

I telegraphed Washington urging that President Kennedy--

invite Sukarno to the White House . I pointed out · 

that to Sukarno international relations were in large 

.. , ~ ,. '·. 
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part personal relations and that it was vital to 

establish· a rapport between the two presidents if 

our objectives in that cou~try were to be achieved. 

I informed him that Sukarno had read his speeches 

and thought they were on the same wave length. 

The last time we talked d1d I relate the incident 

in connection with Sukarno's · visit to President 

{_Dwight D. 7 E.isenhower when he was President? 

I don't believe you did. 

This illustrates the delicacy of handling heads of 

state and how one mistake can affect international 

relations. Sukarno had started off with a high 

~. regard for President Eisenhower. · (I, to·o, had a 

very . high regard for Eisenhower.· I knew him, was 

on his staff during the war, and he was a great 

American.) 

In 19 56 ., President Eisenhowe~ invited Sukarno 

to pay a state visit to the United States. It was 

Bukarno' s first trip to America. ·The visit wen~ well 

and Sukarno made a :terrific .impression ort this country 
' . ' .. . 

as · a colorful figure. Unfort~nately, ·he subsequently 

v isite9 Moscow and then Peking, and when he got back 

to Indonesia he introduced his concept of guided 

democracy which most .Americans considered to be an · 

adaptation of a communist~style dictatorship. 
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So that whatever advantage might have accrued from 

Sukarno's visit here ·, in terms of either his _public 

relations or ours, was pretty well dissipated by 

his .later actions. · Nevertheless, for a time the 

relations of Sukarno with Eisenhower were fairly 

good. 

It is the custom for a state Visit to be 

returned and Sukarno was counting on the American 

President paying an official visit to Indonesia. 

This never materialized. 

And then two things happened which .turned 

Sukarno against Eisenhower: First, Sukarno was 

speaking at the United Nations and was invited by 

Eisenhower to come to the White House .for a brief · 

visit. He did so and was kept waiting in the anteroom 

of the White .House for about ten minutes! This 

would be h·ard enough for any. head of state to accept. 

To a proud Asian, this was an insult. It wasn't 

entir~ly Eisenhower's fault.· Among the people in 

the Sukarno party was /D . N. 7 Aidit, head of the _PKJ; 

/Partai Komunis Indonesia7, . the Indonesian Communist 

_party. Sukarno, poss_ibly not· realizing the implications 

. of this in an anti-communist America, or · perhaps being 

just mischievous, had included Aidit in the party. 

Of ·cours·e, the Eisenhower aide toqk this up with · 

the President when the par.ty arrived, and it took 
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the President a couple of minutes to decide what 

.he was going to do about it. He wound up by 

inviting them all into his office! But the dam~ge 

had been done. A proud Asian head of state had 

been kept waiti~g in his ante-room. 

The · sequel was President Eisenhower passing 

up Indonesia on his Asian trip. Sukarno was very 

. upset about this and took it as a personal affront. 

So that by the end of the Eisenhower Administration, 

relations were very cool between the two presidents. 

Both governments hoped that with the advent of 

Kennedy into .office this could be changed. · And so 

when Sukarno went to Washington in April of Kennedy's 

first term--the President having acceded to my · 

suggestion that he invite Sukarno--this was a visit 

which held much promise. 

I was curious in regard to these policies in the 

late Eisenhower Administrati on. I understand Sukarno 

and some of the high military leaders know of the 

background of {Al'len L7 Pope and his · association 

with the {Central Intelligenc~7 Agency. Did they 

know the full extent of the CIA · activities in Indonesia 

in 1958? 

I would say no. I think .. that the Indonesian leadership 

· had put two and two together and probably pieced out 
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a pattern that provided them with what they 

considered was a fairly full picture. But no. 

The only real evidence that they ever had, or 

~hought they had, was the ammunition that was 

dropped in Pakanbaru, Pope's capture, and the 

obvious fact that planes which were flying supplies 

for, and/or bombing, the area had to come from 

somewhere. Knowing the range ·of these planes, 

it was very simple for them to draw an arc or a 

circle around the strike area and realize that the 

planes had to come from Singapore, Manila, or 

possibly one or two other points, all within the 

U.S.-British sphere of influence. So the Indonesians 

were fairly definite in their conclusion that the 

United States Government, directly or indirectly, 

was supporting the rebels an~ keeping them in business. 

The Prime Minister in 1958 publicly charged 

foreign assistance to the rebels and clearly pointed 

the finger at the United States. Then, of course, 

when The Invisible Gov~rnment came out, that was a 

very popular · book in Indonesia. 

I'll bet. 

And so, what .they didn't know, they learned through 

The Invisible Government. Whether that painted an 

accurate picture or not, it represented the picture 

that Sukarno and the Indonesians .accepted as accurate. 
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Well, was the purpose of the involvement, from 

your vantage point, basically to overthrow the 

. - ' ( 
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government of Indon~sia, or was it to perhaps move 

them to the right, or the combination of both, or 

opportunism, or. 

No, U.S. policy was no"t directed at overthrowing 

the Indonesian Government, but at influencing its 

course . Even the rebels were aiming at a return 

to constitutional government, considering that 

Sukarno was exceeding his lawful powers as president. 

There was no intention on the part of the rebels to 

secede or even establish their own government. Their 

objectives were directed towards achieving a realign-

ment within the government and a new policy direction. 

The major issues involved in the rebellion were . 

economic. Take Sumatra. Sumatra was supplying 

s omething like 75 percent of the foreign cxch.::i.nee 

·th.::i.t th e country took in and was getting about 

3 percent of it back in public improvements, schools, 

hospitals, roads, highways, harbors. There was 

great discontent in these outer regions which were 

really producing the money that kept the economy going. · 

They wanted a fair shake. 

It did happen that the people who were on the 

rebel side were anti-communists who felt Sukarno was 

moving too far left. But this was a secondary issue 
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in the rebellion which can be judge_d from the fact 

:that there were strong anti-communists in the government. 

{Abdul Hari~? Nasution, chief of staff of the Army, 

was ·one of the strongest anti-communists in In.donesia. 

{H:..-7 Djuanda th·e Prime Minister was anti-communist. 

So you had an ironi.cal situation in which the anti-

communist forces of the country were divided by the 

rebellion. This obviously _ made no sense at all from 

the standpoint of a U.S. policy designed to curb the 

_POWe~ and . influence of communist elements in Indonesia. 

{ArmiT Sjarifuddin, the Prime Minister of the rebel 

government, was a strong anti-communist. His close 

friend,, Djuanda, Prime Minister of the Djakarta 

government, was also an anti-communist, and so the 

issues became badly confused. As this fact was brought 

home to the U.S. Government, our position gradually 

changed. 

This was really _the first problem I had to 

tackle when I arrived in Indonesia as Ambassador. 

Indeed, I had hoped to get there in time to prevent 

"the rebellion from breaking out into actual military 

confli"ct. This was in nobody's interest. You asked me 

about our stance. Our stance, policy-wise, originally 

was to keep the pressures that were being generated 

from the outer islands on the central government. 
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We felt that it was important to keep these 

opposition element~ ~ alive, that they could exert 

a salutary influence upon the Sukarno · G6vernment. 

There was no intent in Wash~ngton so far as I am 

aware to escalate this support . to the point of 

military action. The objectives of the U.S. 

Government were quite limited in this respect. 

Well, in Washington is the State Department completely 

privy to the other agency's involvement in this? 

Do they have full knowledge of it? 

The Stat~ Department is responsible for policy. 

The CIA couid take no action outside of the policy 

framework. ·Now, there was some freewheeling, 

as y~u know, in the . earlier stages of CIA. And .. 

the extent to which ·the U.S. Government -~ the 

State Department and the White House, and so on-­

=·· knew everything that was going on is ·something r · 

don't think any of us know. But we all know that 

when you have agents out in the field they become 

sometimes o'verexuberant and overenthusiastic about 

thel.r :.a ·ctivi ties. And they' re far from home base. 

These men are likely to make mistakes or take positions 

_which don't really represent the positions or thinking 

back home at all. I'm not saying this was the case 

in 196 6. I am saying this was a possibility. 
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I was on my way to Indonesia· as Ambass.ador 

when the rebellion actually broke out. I arrived 

after an expeditionary force had been dispatched to 

quell the rebellion. This created a new situation: 

would you take sides, or would you not, and to what 

e.xtent; et cetera? There .was a dichotomy in Ame.rican 

policy at that point, which was unfortunate. 

Was it basically Defense and State lining up on one 

side and staying together? 

No, I don't believe there was an intra-mural or 

departmental conflict in Washington. · · There were 

differences of view in bot.h .departments. When these 

were ·resolved, State and Defense were together. But 

there was at the time a dichotomy in our position. 

We were doing our best' to ·build up good relations 

with the central government--and at the same time 

it was obvious that we were unsympathetic to Sukarno 

arid fav6ring the rebels ~ So a situation existed 

which could hot long be maintained. If we hadn't 

shifted our policy, I wouldn't have been there very 

much longer as ambassador. We were riding two norses, 

~ach of them galloping off . in ·opposite directions. 

Were you . in for any surprises when you got to Djakarta 

in 1958? 

· Such as-"".'? 
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Either policy or the activities of the United States 

Government in Indonesia? 

Yes and no. Yes, in that I was unprepared for the 

situation I encountered. No, in the sense of policy 

surprises. When I left Washington, the view was 
•. 

that the central government was moving ever leftward 

and the rebels were the principal counterforce. This 

turned out to be an inaccurate assessment. Thus 

only former Vice President {Moharnrna~7 Hatta, 

explaining the situation after my arrival described 

Nasution, the chief of staff of the Army, as a 

strong anti-Communist . We hadn't known much about 

~. Nasution. Hatta said, "Well, from your point of 

view., you couldn't have a better · man. The communists 

call me Public Enemy Number. One and they call him· 

Public Enemy Number Two." 

Well, this destroye·d irnrnedia.tely the . concept 

of an anti-communist versus a communist confrontation. 

It ~eant that the real · issues in the rebellion must . 

be sought elsewhere~: . This new light .. on the situation . 
. . . 

was what really brought about. a change in policy. 
. . . ' 

Well, .how did you accomplish. this policy turnaround? 

Did you have any resistance in Washington to the turn 

around at this point? . . : 
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You harruner away at Washington with your views, 

and they respond, and you have · a dialogue going 

back and forth by cable, and ultimately you come 

to an agreement or you don't come to an agreement. 

In this case .we came to an agreement. They accepted 

my recommendations and we haq this shift in emphasis. 

I am s9rry but I shall have to excuse myself 

in a few moments. 

Okay . . Let me ask then just one more question and 

this will be it for today. I wonder, in 1960 when 

the Kennedy Administration comes in, you have almost 

a special kind of access to the White House. Your · 

telegrams are sent to the White House with a great 

deal of frequency, and there are people in the 

White House, ·in a sense, . that become very concerned 

about Indonesia much more than other nations. 

That's right. 

How does this come about? Is it t h rough a contact? 

Do you have any contacts with the members of the 
' . 

incoming administration before· 1961? How do they 

'. be.come as concerned with Indonesia as they d,o? 

Well, that 1s a very ·interesting question and the 

answer in terms of contact is negative; I had my · 

hands ·fu1·1 in Indonesia and had very - little contact · 
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with members of the incoming administration before 

the President was elected. I had met the President 

when he was a U.S. Senator·. And I knew a number 

of the people in his administration. But the concern 

over Indonesia r~sulted from the i ncrease in tension 

in the area which might have led to war between 

Hol.land and Indonesia and further alienated Indonesia, 

then the nfth largest country in the world in 

population, from the West. At the time, too, I 
.. 

was firing back some v·ery strong cables that had 

to be considered at the White House level. Also 

I returned periodica.lly to talk with the people in 

the State Department and the White House. I 

accompanied Sukarno when he made his visit in the 

Kennedy Administration. 

President Kennedy was vitally interested in 

foreign affairs. You can't quite say h e was his 

own Secre tary of State to the extent that Franklin 

Roosevelt was, but, you know, he would reach for 

the phone and call a desk officer in the State 

De partment when he wa nted to know something. He 

was operating, and he was fully in touch and cogn i zant 

of everything that was going on . . He also had competent 
.. 

assistants like /Michaei ·v.7 Mike Forrestal and 

/James C., Jr7 Tho~on and Robert Komer all of 

whom were following Indonesian affairs ·and 
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· tremendously helpful to me. The President was 

··remarkably well informed. He would talk about 

Indonesia with almost as much insight as a desk 

officer in the State Department. It was a real 

privilege to talk with a President who had as 

much feel for foreign affairs as President Kennedy . 

He was interested . He made a point of knowing what 

was going on. I never had to brief him very exten-

sively. His staff had briefed him. We would talk. 

I'd start to explain the background of a problem 

and he would interrupt with, "Never mind that. 

I'm familiar with the background. What's the 

situation now?" In an hour with President Kennedy · 

we could .cover a lot· of ground, and did. As a 

result; the White House w~s in almost as close touch 

with Embassy thinking as the State Department. 

This was a vital and important relationship to 

maintain in the light .. of the problems Embassy Djakarta 

was facing . 

O'BRIEN: Well, would you ·like to cut it there? 

JONES: Yes. Thank -you . 

) 


