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Rethinkin
As Carleton starts to make
sense of the war, scholarly
and personal reassesment
is taking place
by John Harris

The Secretary of Defense with President Nixon in 1970

Melvin Laird's
best defense
by John Harris

The office is spacious and
plush, the atmosphere tranquil. It conveys the same sense
of serenity that has come upon
the man who occupies it, a
man whose life is not longer
blown by the hurricane of
events and upheavals which
swept through this nation during the Vietnam years.
Still, as the man who is
perhaps Carleton's most
famous graduate reflects on the
struggles, the rivalries and the
estrangements that marked his
years on the center stage of
American history, the subdued
passions surface again. The
conversation spans a career of
three decades of public service
and is peppered with the names
of familiar giants: Eisenhower,
Kissinger, Nixon.
And the recollections seem
most vivid, resonate most
deeply, when Melvin R. Laird,
Secretary of Defense under
President Nixon at the height
of the Vietnam War, speaks of
the place he graduated from In
1944.
" I was disappointed in
Carleton. I can't deny I've felt
hurt by the things that have
happened."
Indeed, the relationship between Melvin Laird and
Carleton has been stormy,

marked by a peculiar, and
painful, ambivalence of feelings on the part of both.

Carleton administrators
have assiduously tried to make
Laird feel that he is a welcome
and distinguished alumnus. At
the same time, Laird has over
the years been called by some
Carleton students and faculty
"a genocidal madman" and a
"conspiratorial war criminal."
For his part. Laird has
understandably maintained a
certain distance from the institution. The open wounds in
the relationship have healed,
but the scars linger.

Melvin Laird is an honorable
man, with an honorable career
to show for it. j o his critics at
Carleton, the record of history
offers the former Secretary of
Defense his own best defense.
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Calculus of History

Time may or may not
remove these scars, but it is
undeniably doing one thing.
As the immediate emotions,
the fiery accusations, and the
visceral resentments slip further into the past, the entire
Vietnam experience starts to be
judged not according to passions but by the cool calculus
of history.
The verdict from this process
emerges slowly, and will
perhaps never be clear beyond
refutation. Yet it is indicating
what many people have long
maintained and what still
others may never believe:

Vietnam in the classroom

The violent shocks of this
country's Vietnam experience
left no aspect of American life
undisturbed. Our nation's instituitions, its values, even its
economy all faced crises and
upheavals of the most
dramatic proportions. Coming
to grips with the ordeal, and
adjusting to the transformations is a collective task, with1
all segments of society involved. But for the academic
world, this process represents
an especially significant sort
of coming home, one marked
by ironies of many kinds.
American campuses were
always the second front of the
Vietnam War. The first serious
opposition to the U.S. government's policy in Southeast
Asia began among intellectuals. And if the most searing
recollections of the war are
the newsphotos of you ng
American soldiers killing and
being killed in Asian jungles,
the next most enduring are the
images of other young
Americans at home oh college
campuses-burning draft cards
and buildings, flaunting traditional values, and in the case
of the Kent State incident, being k i l l e d themselves.

Nowhere except on the battlefield itself did the Vietnam
War elicit more emotion and
carry greater implicatoins
than at colleges and universities.
Today, the academic community still has a special link
to the Vietnam experience. It
is now the task of academics
to interpret Vietnam from a
scholarly point of view, to
make intellectual sense of the
whole era. Of course, unlike
the veteran in the film "Coming Home", the academic
community never really went
anywhere. The same faculty
members who were among
the most vehement protesters
during the war, kept right on
teaching at the same campuses. There is nothing surprising in the fact that time
moves on, and what was once
the present eventually
becomes history. Yet there
surely is something extraordinary in that these same people are now studying and
teaching a period that is such
a viscerally-felt part of their
own personal histories.
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Laird and Carleton: the relationship has been stormy
became a focus of campus antiThe evidence, coming in the
war sentiment. Once, a small
form of scholarly work and in
group of students even
the reflections of even Laird's
proposed that the College resstaunchest critics, indicates
cind Laird's. Carleton B.A.
that throughout his career
Laird has been a shrewd and ef- awarded in 1944. The idea was
quickly dismissed, but it does
fective leader. In addition he
symbolize
the vehemency of
was a progressive and
emotion
Laird
provoked.
moderate force at a time when
History professor Robert
reaction and extremism too
Bonner describes the resentoften prevailed. And although
ment that he and many other
Laird surely has been confaculty and students felt
troversial, throughout the contoward Laird. "He was no
troversies he has kept intact a
Melvin Laird, leading member
reputation for honesty and
of the House, distinguished
forthrightness at a time when
graduate, etc., etc. He was
his peers in government were
Melvin Laird, leading particiconspicuously lacking either.
pant in a war which was conIn an interview with the
sidered
absolutely immoral."
Carletonian in the quiet
Laird explains that the
Washington office from which
source of his resentment came
he works today, fielding quesshortly after he was appointed
tions with the rhetorical finesse
of a veteran politician [one moment ornery bluster, the next a
good-natured quip, the next a
winding monologue) Melvin
Laird recalled his career in
government and his relationship with his alma mater.
Laird was born in 1922 in
Omaha, Nebraska and was
raised in the small town of
Marshfield, Wisconsin. He
graduated with the Class of
1944 but left Northfield early
to serve in the Navy.
Laird's political rise was
rapid. At age 23 he was elected
to the Wisconsin State Senate.
Six years later he became a
Republican representative to
the United States Congress.
Laird etched out a powerful
niche for himself by serving
key positions on the Subcommittee on Health, Education
and Welfare Appropriations
and the Subcommittee on
Defense Appropriations.
After 18 years in Congress,
Laird became a household
name when Richard Nixon ap- Melvin Laird in the office where
pointed
him
Defense
Secretary. When Laird took ofDefense Secretary and he
fice the Vietnam War was ragwanted to come to Carleton to
ing, and public sentiment once
explain the position of the Nixstrongly in favor of the war, on administration. "I knew full
was shifting dramatically. The
well there would be a lot of
controversy was gnawing at
people who would disagree
the fabric of the nation, at
with what I had to say. I was
times threatening to rip it
ready for that."
apart.
But, Laird says, he was told
It is ironic that Laird is best
not to come, although he does
remembered for serving as
not specify by whom. "That I
Defense Secretary, because he
wasn't ready for. Of course I
never wanted the job. In fact,
was angry. That is not the way
Laird had been advancing a
an educational institution is
plan whereby Nixon would apsupposed to behave."
point the late Senator Henry
Retired political science proJackson, a Democrat, to the
fessor
Ralph Fjelstad, however,
Pentagon. The plan had been
said
he
was not surprised.
agreed to, Laird says, when at
"Academic
institutions are
the last moment Jackson
capable
of
being
the most inbacked out fearing acceptance
tolerant
places
around."
would dash his burning ambiBonner, however, thinks it
tion to become president
was
less intolerance than
himself someday. In Seymour
cowardice
on the part of
Hersch's recent highlyCarleton
administrators
that
publicized work The Price of
kept
Laird
away.
"Those
of
us
Power: Kissinger in the Nixon
opposed
to
the
war
would
White House, Laird recalls
have jumped at the chance to
Nixon saying to him. "You
have Mel Laird here. And I
son-of-a-bitchi You talked me
don't
think he would have
into this. Now you've got to
been
shouted
down-Carleton
take the job."
was not that way even then.
The administration was wrong
" I got sandbagged into i t / '
not to have let him come."
Laird said, but took the job
The refusal to let Laird speak
with the understanding that it
may indeed have been a lapse
would only be for one term.
in judgment on the part of
When Laird took over the
Carleton administrators who,
Defense Department, relation's
perhaps so distressed by the
with Carleton started to turn
new activism on campus, let
bitter. For many years he had
their academic courage take
been a loyal alumnus, but with
flisht.
his new position, he quickly

Faculty members, however,
definitely were a part of
another chapter in Laird's
estrangement from Carleton.
In 1974 Laird was proposed
for an honorary degree, apparently due to considerable
prodding from the Board of
Trustees. The faculty must approve all honorary degrees,
and the proposal spurred
acrimonious debate. Laird had
only recently left the Defense
Department, and emotions
about him still ran high.
Recalls one faculty member,
"Whatever the merits of
awarding Laird the degree, it
was an incredibly inept time to
advance the idea."
Faculty in favor of giving the
degree eked Laird's long record
of public service and the fact

that area of the world and
stayed out, yet kept America's
position in the world strong/'
As early as 1965, Laird
authored a Congressional
report criticizing President
Johnsons's escalation policy in
Vietnam. The report said the
piecemeal manner in which
Jonnson was conducting the
war was endangering both
American lives and international credibility and insisted
that Johnson should make
either a full-scale effort or get
out entirely. Laird preferred
the latter.
At the time he became
Defense Secretary, U.S. options for getting out of Vietnam without appearing to suffer a complete defeat were
severely limited. But Laird was

loss that Vietnam represents,
perhaps the greatest casualty of
all was the trust people had in
their government. People no
longer had faith that their
leaders could be believed." But
Laird consistently advocated
giving the American people the
full story on Vietnam, as opposed to other Nixon officials'
tacts of deceiving the public
through public relations
maneuvering and deception.
Some people today believe that
it was Laird who leaked the
Cambodia story to the press,
although Laird maintains that
he was not the one, that he
preferred trying to persuade
Nixon to change his mind
about going public.
Laird's position on the draft
during Vietnam also indicates
his concern with the credibility
of government. Laird realized
that the inequities of the draft
which placed the burden of
fighting disproportionately on
minorities and the underpriveleged contradicted
American values. Under Laird,
the system which allowed inequitable exemptions from the
draft was eliminated, reforms
which eventually lead to the
all-volunteer army.
Perhaps the highest tribute
to Laird's service in the Defense
Department came in 1979. The
National Press Associationhardly a group one would expect to sympathize with a
senior member of the Nixon
administration-voted Laird to
be the best Secretary in the
history of the Defense Department.
Playing to Win

he works today.
that Laird had a reputation as a
moderating force on the Vietnam issue within the Nixon administration.
But Bonner recalls that many
faculty members couldn't accept this argument. "There was
such distrust of everything that
we heard from the government there had been so many
lies, that there was this suspicion that Laird's reputation as
a moderate was just another
lie-that Laird was really an
evil genius."
The faculty ended up rejecting the proposal to give Laird
an honorary degree.
In 1980 Laird was given an
alumni achievement award by
the Carleton Alumni Association, which does not require a
faculty decision. Even then,
the decision to honor Laird was
greeted with a vol ley of
criticism, including letters to
the Carletonian and to
Carleton alumni publications.
The Pentagon Years

As it happens, the belief that
Laird was a redeeming influence within the Nixon administration has been vindicated.by history.
Laird was consistently opposed to deepening involvement in Southeast Asia. " I
thought we should have
followed Eisenhower's example. Ike understood the
dangers of getting involved in

still determined to reduce and
eventually remove American
forces from the area.
This determination put him
at loggerheads with President
Nixon and Henry Kissinger,
then National Security Advisor, both of whom preferred
increased military action as a
means to an eventual Vietnamese agreement. Hersch
writes, "Laird's public image as
a hawk and a hardliner masked
his intense desire to get the
United States out of
Vietnam...There was no talk
from him of massive escalation, as there was from Nixon
and Kissinger."
On the other hand, Laird
says that Hersch overstates his
role as a dove. Hersch implies
that Laird opposed the secret
bombings of Cambodia, which
led to a storm of controversy
when later p u b l i c i z e d .
However, Laird states that he
was in favor of the bombings
because the Cambodian positions were being used to launch
attacks on American soldiers.
"What I was opposed to was
keeping the bombings secret It
Was inevitable that they would
become public and when the
people found out that their
government had not levelled
with them, they would lose
respect for it."
Here again, historical light
shines favorably on Laird. One
Vietnam scholar has commented "of all the tragedy and

To recognize Melvin Laird's
accomplishments at the
Defense Department should
not lead observers to lose sight
of one of the essential dimensions of both his public and
private persona: Laird is a
tough man who exercised great
ambition to get where he did.
Melvin Laird never wore
angel's wings, and no one ever
accused him of being a sentimentalist.
Throughout his career
Laird's creed has been political
effectiveness. Political admirers in Washington describe
him as a "shrewd, hardnosed
operator" who builds support
for himself and what he
believes in. Detractors describe
the same traits but use adjectives like manipulative and
Machiavellian.(Critics who
suspect that there is dirty laundry jn Laird's background will
not be surprised to learn that at
Carleton he earned thousands
of dollars as campus representative for a linen and dry cleaning service.)
In his memoirs, Richard Nixon writes that former-president
Eisenhower initially cautioned
htm against placing Laird in his
cabinet. "Laird's the smartest
of the lot, but he's too
devious," Eisenhower said.
When Nixon later appointed
Laird anyway, Eisenhower
conceded, "Well, I guess if you
have to deal with Congress and
run the Pentagon, maybe you
need someone devious."
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Melvin Laird
from page 8
Answering criticisms of his
political methods, Laird says,
"All my life I've tried to bring
people together, bring them into the process. If you want to
call that manipulative that's
your problem. What I've tried
to do is build a concensus/'
To those who wonder about
Laird's ambitions and motivations, perhaps all that needs to
be said is that he is a career
politician and a remarkably effective one.
If Laird will never be
nominated for sainthood, it
should nonetheless be noted
that his fundamental character
and integrity remained
unscathed after serving as
Defense Secretary, at a time
when Washington political
ethics were at an historic low.
Laird was never implicated
even remotely of participation
in the Watergate scandals.
Policy disagreements and a
clash of egos caused Laird to
engage fierce rivalries with
both Henry Kissinger and Nixon's notorious White House
staff. These battles tested the
limits of Laird's vaunted effectiveness. Described at length in
Hersch's book, there are tales
of vicious bureaucratic infighting and intrigue. Laird had
to maneuver hard to keep from
getting frozen out of the flow
of intelligence and the policymaking process. " J u s t
remember this/' he bristles today, "I didn't take any —from
any of that c r o w d . "
Throughout the battles,
however, Hersch writes that
Laird didrifcs.toop to the
wholesale violations of decency such as telephone tapping
and character assasination,
which were apparently routine
for Henry Kissinger.
Laird scoffs at the names of
Erlichman, Haldeman and the
rest of his White House adversaries when mentioned today.
Henry Kissinger's name brings
a smile to Laird's face. He jokes
about "poor Henry's" continued insecurity and petty
vanity about his public image.
About Richard Nixon, Laird
sighs, "I'm very disappointed
with Dick. He lied to me about
Watergate, and I won't be lied

to/
Better Days...

It is difficult to keep Laird's

thoughts anchored on his years
in the Defense Department for
long.
He prefers to talk about his
years in Congress and what he
has done since leaving the
Defense Department. He
wishes people would remember
more about the considerable
health and education legisla
tion he helped pass in the
House, and laments the obvious reality that Vietnam will
always shadow these accomplishments.
As the traumatic Pentagon
years slip further away, the
bad feelings with Carleton
have tempered considerably.
"It really would be awfully
childish to remain upset about
these things," Laird insists.
The man is obviously content with his present circumstances. He currently
works as general counsel for
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Reader's Digest. He also serves

on the boards of several corporations, including Northwest Orient Airlines.
From his o f f i c e in
Washington, he remains
politically active. He has
emerged as a sort of elder
statesman on defense matters.
His articles frequently appear
in such publications as the
Washington Post Always an
advocate of strong defense.
Laird applauds the Reagan administration for their defense
buildup. Always politically
sensitive, in the next sentence
he I am basts them for proceedingtoofast, and endangering the public consensus in
favor of defense.
Laird keeps his influence in
Congress, the institution for
which he holds his fondest
memories. The next day, he explains, he is heading to Sun
Valley for a vacation with both
Republican and Democratic
Congressmen, including House
Speaker Tip O'Neill.
Perhaps on jaunts such as
this one Laird imagines that
he had never left the house,
that his political career never
had to face the storm of Vietnam. One doubts Laird is the
kind of man to engage such
fantasies for long. In any case,
reality for Laird can not be so
painful as it must be for some
others. For Laird weathered
the storm intact.
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decline in grading standards
that some faculty say is still
evident.
These changes had a
polarizing effect on Carleton
as traditionalists were pitted
against other students and
faculty demanding reform.
Vitriolic rhetoric and bitter
personal rifts were common.
Bonner recalls "Things
were very partisan. If you
weren't part of the solution
you were part of the problem.
We had this tremendous sense
of urgency that what was going on in Vietnam was so absolutely wrong that to conduct business as usual would
beim m o r a l . " These sentiments led Bonner to be a
chief advocate of an unconventional new educational
plan for the College, which
would have "relevancy" as its

guiding philosophy. Obviously, the plan was rejected, but
today Bonner concedes this
was probably for the best.
Some colleges such as
Oberlin seriously undermined
their institutions through
misguided attempts to change
the nature of liberal arts
education. "I'm glad Carleton
didn't go that route," Bonner
says. On the other hand, people who were staunchly opposed to even moderate
change at the time have
altered their views as well.
Says
Pol itical Science Professor
Michael Zuckert, " I must now
say that many of the
liberalizations I was so
against at the time have actually been beneficial. Some
change
was
clearly
necessary."
Although a few remnants of
hostility remain, most of the
faculty rifts have dissipated.
Says Bonner, "There came a
point when I realized that I
had been viwing people solely
on the basis of their position
on the war, and that I had
been missing out on a lot of
what many people had to offer, I realized there was more
to life than politics." Still an
ambivalence about what the
net effect of the anti-war
movement remains. Much of
the new writing on Vietnam
indicates that campus protesting moved to the country
to the right, if anything. Bon-,
ner and others recallthe horrible, frustration and sense of
futility that permeated the
protest the protest movement
after the initial euphoria wore
off. But still others are convinced it had a beneficial effect in ending the war earlier:

Even Bonner concedes* he
holds a certain nostalgia for
the excitement and enthusiasm that existed at times
during the Vietnam years. "In
one sense, it was a great time
to teach."
Others, such as International Relations Professor Roy
Crow, however, say they will
never hold fond memories of
Vietnam. Grow is a Vietnam
veteran, who returned to the
United States to become a
staunch protestor of the war.
Before coming to Carleton,
Grow taught at Brandeis,
which was one of the most
violently anti-war campuses in
the country. Grow remembers
the era as a time of intellectual intolerance and superficiality. His memories focus
on the prejudice and resentment veterans faced and the
psychological burnout that
both protestors and veterans
underwent. There was no way
to keep the energy level as
high as it was/'Crow says.
"People just dropped out and
turned to drugs or some other
distraction."
There are people for whom
Vietnam represents the best
of times for Carleton and
other institutions. For others,
it was the worst of times.
What is clear is that it certainly was the most atypical of
times. And as time heals Vietnam's wounds and cools its
passions, it seems the
academic community is now
fulfilling the role it is most
suited for with respect to the
war.' It is understanding in a
critical and dispassionate
manner the events that happened, and their effect on our
society.

