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This is an oral history interview with Gen. John 

w. Vessey held in Washington, D.C., on March 21, 1990, at 

2:30 p.m. The interview is being recorded on tape and a 

copy of the transcript will be sent to Gen. Vessey for his 

review. Representing the OSD Historical Office are Drs. 

Alfred Goldberg and Maurice Matloff. 

Gen. Vessey, we shall focus in this interview 

particularly on y our serv ice as Chairman, Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, 1982-85. But we should first like to direct your 

attention to certain factors in your earlier background and 

experience relevant to the history of OSD and national 

security policy in the post-World War II era. What were 

your reactions to the movement for unification of the 

services after World War II? How familiar were you with the 

developments in those earl i er y ears with the National 

Security Act of 1947 and the subsequent legislation 

affecting the organization of the Department of Defense, in 

the decade before Vietnam? 

Vessey: You have to understand that I was a fairly low 

ranking man in those days. On the other hand, I liked to 

think of myself as a reasonably forward - looking individual, 

too, interested in improving the defense establishment from 

the lessons of World War II. The whole issue of the Defense 

Reorganization Act of 1947 and the integration of the forces 
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far better Chiefs, as members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

because they had that duty over a longer period of time and 

they knew that they were going to be held accountable by the 

Secretary and the President. 

Goldberg: Everybody got to be Chairman. 

Vessey: Yes, and everybody got his visibility with the 

President and Secretary of Defense, and the President and 

Secretary got to know them all better. 

salutary effect. 

I believe it had a 

Matloff: There were a number of steps taken by the JCS 

during your tenure to improve command arrangements, such as 

the establishment of the U.S. Central Command, converting 

the Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force that had been set up 

during the Carter administration, planning and activating a 

new unified space command, and the establishment 
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to combat terrorism. 

Did you coordinate with OSD in setting these up? 

Vessey? Yes, with the Secretary. 

Matloff: How effective were these organizations during your 

tenure? 

Vessey: One of the most important things we set up was the 

Space Command. The importance of space to even low-level 

military operations is increasing as time goes by. We have 

a far better handle on that business now because of the 





was relatively cheap, compared to what it would have been 

had they gone. So I think they were both successes. 

Goldberg: Did that happen as a result of some of the 

strategic discussions that you initiated with the Joint 

Chiefs? The sort of thing that was thrashed out? Was it 

deliberate, and did you know exactly what your purpose was 

in doing it? 

Vessey: Yes. But let me say that not everybody agreed with 

that purpose, and I think that some to this day would not 

agree. 

Goldberg: Some would make it more of a reality. 

Vessey: Yes. Or not do it at all, because of the inability 

to make it more of a reality. 

Matloff: How about the 

effective was it in combating terrorism? 

Vessey: Actually, the agency was after my time. 

, how 

was an outfit that was in my time 

and we made some significant progress in improving that. We 

used it, not for terrorism, but we chased around with it a 

lot for terrorists, during the incident involving the TWA 

aircraft that was rattling around the Mediterranean. We 

followed it; stayed very close to it. We were close to a 

military operation and wanted to keep the ability to do it, 

if it was needed. We used it in Lebanon for slightly 
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