
Interview with Henry Owen for the Jean Monnet Foundation, Lausanne. 
June 30, 1981 in Washington, D.C. 

Leonard Tennyson: Henry, you came to know Monnet rather late, 

as compared to sorne of the others. But I gather you came to know 

him very well. What were the circumstances under which you met 

him? 

Henry owen: I first met him at a Washington dinner which [McGeorge] 

Bundy 1 gave at his house. 

LT: That was circa '61? 

HO: I can't tell, it was '61 or '62, around that area. And 

that's when I first met M. Monnet. 

LT: And had Mac invited you along with other people? 

HO: Yes, there were a number of other people at the dinner, I 

can't recall who, I'm sorry to say. A11 I remember was that M. 

Monnet was there and that was the first time I laid eyes on him. 

LT: I'm wondering whether that was soon after Kennedy took office, 

because, as you may recall, Monnet came over roughly three or 

four weeks after Kennedy installed himse1f in the White House. 

HO: I don't think so, my recollection is that I knew Mac better 

when he gave that dinner than three or four weeks after Kennedy 

took office. On the other hand it was clearly before DeGaul1e's 

rebuff of British membership, because I remember that was not 

yet an event when I met him. 

LT: '63, that was. 

HO: So it must have been sometime late '61, early '62, there-

abouts. 

LT: How did Mac advertise him? 
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HO: Oh, he didn't have to advertise him. I knew all about 

Monnet and had known Max Kohnstamm and I was a strong supporter 

of European integration. I think Mac was simply astounded that 

I had never met Monnet. 

LT: Oh, I see. Did you gain any impression from him early on? 

HO: I can't remember a thing about it except that was the first 

time I met him, and thereafter, when he would come to town I 

would usually see him. sometimes I'd see him in my office, or 

Bob Schaetzel's2 office, or Bill Tyler•s 3 office in the State 

Department. 

LT: You were in Policy Planning at the time. 

HO: Yes. Well, when I first met M. Monnet it may be that I was 

still on detail at the White House, or it may be that I was back 

in [the State Department's) Policy Planning, I can't recall. 

But anyway, thereafter, when he would come, I would see him 

either at the State Department, or sometimes he would come out 

to the house, or sometimes he would ask me to come out to the 

\'lestchester Hotel, where he stayed. 

LT: What were the circumstances under which you came to know him? 

HO: Well, we were talking about what were the next steps to take 

in respect of u.s. policy towards Europe, and we would talk about 

the ideas that were forming either in his mind or in my colleagues' 

and in my own mind. I remember we talked about the idea of a 

committee d'Entente, between the United States and Europe, which 

was very rouch on his mind. I remember we talked of the idea of 

defense cooperation between Europe and the United States, and 
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the multilateral force. We talked about the negotiations for 

Britain's entry into the Common Market, and I remember spending 

one hectic day with him at the Westchester just when the nego

tiations were collapsing. He was rushing from one phone call to 

another. But whatever the current issue was in relations between 

a hopefully-united Europe and the United States, those were the 

issues around which our meetings tended to focus. Well, when 

he came to my house he would also talk about personal matters. 

I remember when I was leaving the Government (that must have been 

around '68 or early '69) I asked him for advice. I remember he 

said that the most important thing was to first make sure that 

you had a sound financial base, and then start worrying about 

what you were going to do. I remember another time, he was out 

at my house and pointed to a friend and colleague of ours who 

was standing on the porch. He said: "He'll never amount to rouch." 

I asked: "Why?" He said: "He' s too rouch of a pessimist, he al

ways sees obstacles." Sometimes we'd go driving together, and 

I remember once we drove by the house where he had lived, on 

Foxhall Road, during the war, he wanted to see it again. And 

we stopped there and he looked at it rather sentimentally. 

He recalled how he used to get up when he couldn't sleep, walk 

around his garden, and look at 'les lapins' by the moonlight. 

Another time, I went out to visit him at the Westchester. Max 

Taylor had just been to see him. It was early in the Kennedy 

administration. 

LT: Maxwell Taylor? 
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HO: Yes, he was a general officer, then detailed to the White 

House, later chairman of the Chiefs of Staff. I remember him 

saying tome with a puzzled air, "These generals always have aides. 

What do aides do?" You see he'd never had an aide. 

LT: What about his views on a working group between the United 

States and the European Community? 

HO: Oh he felt it very strongly --the Commifueed'Entente. He 

was almost baffled as to why that idea didn't prosper. It had 

been such a natural idea. 

LT: But on the other hand I would have thought that he would 

have felt that perhaps this was pushing ahead too fast -- that 

it was necessary first to consolidate things in Europe. 

HO: No. In fact, he was always very sensitive to the risk that 

a united Europe would go off by itself. I think he thought of 

this venture as having two purposes; one to minimize that risk, 

for obvious reasons, and second, the necessity of doing business 

with the United States, and of speaking with one voice in a 

dialogue with the United States that would reinforce western 

European unity. So we would help boththe Atlantic partnership 

and the western European unity. 

LT: Do you feel that the subsequent economie summits in a sense 

have achieved a little bit of this? 

HO: Well, it didn't achieve one thing, which he wanted, or at 

least very imperfectly. He wanted meetings in which Europe would 

be represented by one unit, not by four units, as they are at 

the summits. Now it is true that the European Community countries 



Owen -5-

have now the habit of coming together at a summit before each 

economie summit of seven, and fixing the Community position, 

which the Community countries hold to more or less at the summit. 

But I think he was looking more for sorne sort of collective par

ticipation rather than the four heads of government with the 

head of the European Commission off to one side with his micro

phone being eut off at press conferences. 

LT: Did he ever give you any of his personal views about Kennedy? 

HO: Yes. They were not very original. He was attracted by 

Kennedy because he was intelligent and well-informed. He liked 

Kennedy and respected him. I remember on the day of Kennedy's 

funeral I talked to him in Bill Tyler's office. He had come here 

for the funeral. I remember, I can't remember what subject it 

was but sorne substantive issue was raised. He said: "This is 

not the day to talk about that." He liked and respected Kennedy, 

and was grieved by his death. 

LT: Did you ever find that he was more than unusually impressed 

by anyone, or several particular people in the Kennedy entourage? 

HO: No, I can't recall any person whom he singled out especially 

for a mark of commendation or interest. No. 

LT: And you, I gather, kept on seeing him when you went to Europe? 

HO: No, I never saw him in Europe, I always say him in this 

country, in places I mentioned earlier, or at the Metropolitan 

Club. He would take a room at the Metropolitan Club and I would 

sometimes call for him there. 

LT: Well, that was much later on, it's true. 
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HO: Was it? Yes, you're right, I never thought of that, he was 

staying at the Westchester, changed from the Westchester, wasn't 

it, when he went to the Metropolitan Club? 

LT: You said that you had known Max Kohnstamm before. 

HO: Yes. 

LT: Did you ever become acquainted with sorne of the other people 

HO: Yes, I did know a number of them who worked with him -

François Duch~ne, and his aide, what was his name? 

LT: That was Jacques van Helmont. 

HO: Then there was Tony the Englishman, who is in the European 

Community Public Relations office in London--

LT: Hartley? 

HO: Tony Hartley, yes. 

LT: Tony Hartley never worked for Monnet. 

HO: Didn't he? 

LT: Perhaps you're thinking of Richard Mayne. 

HO: was it? Yes, Richard Mayne, I've met him, and I think I've 

met François Fontaine though I'm not sure, so I've met all of them 

with the possible exception of -- and of course the fellow who's 

always laughing, what's his name? 

LT: Uri? 

HO: Pierre Uri, yes. So I guess I've met all of them except, 

possible, François Fontaine. 

LT: You've read François' book, the Memoirs. 

HO: Yes, I did, yes. 

LT: Which is quite a remarkable tour-de-force. 
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HO: I think that particularly the first two-thirds of it are 

a wonderful description of Monnet's philosophy. 

LT: It's a very good book. The only sad thing is that Monnet sat 

down to do it about three years too late. 

HO: The last part of the book was not as good as the first part 

of the book -- the first two-thirds or three-quarters were solid 

Monnet though somebody else might have written it. 

LT: What do you think you learned from Monnet -- anything in 

particular? 

HO: Well, I think he had more of an influence on my public life 

than any other man I've known. What did I learn from him? So 

many things. One thing at random: When I was in Japan once, 

the U.S. and Japan were having economie difficulties. I went 

to Japan on behalf of the President to see if we could reach sorne 

agreement on a number of issues. And I heard myself saying to 

the Japanese, "You know, there are two kinds of meetings, meetings 

with one side on one side of the table, and the other side on the 

other side of the table, and the subject in between, or meetings 

with all the people on one side and the problem on the other." 

And that struck a tremendous receptive chord in them, I've seen 

Japanese frequently use the expression since. Well that's one 

thing I learned from him. I learned the importance of keeping 

your eye on the billiard ball you're trying to hit, rather than 

yourself. You remember the expression which he attributed to 

Dwight Morrow4 that there are two kinds of people in the world, 

those who want to be something and those who want to do something. 



owen -8-

LT: I didn't realize that was from Dwight Morrow. 

HO: I also learned from him something of trying to form a con

sensus, working on people gradually so that they changed their 

viewpoints, trying to identify a common interest. I learned from 

him always trying to create a point of action, a group which pro

poses, makes proposals to which others react. Anyway, to whatever 

extent I've been effective in trying to make things happen in the 

government or among countries, in preparation for the summits, 

for example, I think it's more than anything else what I've 

learned from him which guided me. If I had a model in life, it 

was certainly Monsieur Monnet. 

LT: It's nice to hear you say that. It's too bad that more 

people can not have had a lesson from him. 

HO: It is. 

LT: Particularly the sense you've just been describing --of 

the basic adaptability of sorne of Monnet's principles. 

HO: Well, his basic principle was that the way you accomplish 

things is by bringing people together for common purposes and 

creating an institution to give effect to those common purposes, 

whether it was through the Commisariat du Plan, or the High 

Authority of the Schuman Plan, or the later European Community 

commission. The basic notion, which I guess you also find in 

Téilhard de Chardin, is of constantly moving toward organs which 

express the common interest and take common action. It's a 

philosophy of history which is hard to improve on. Another thing 

I learned from him -- I could go on forever -- was his optimism. 
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It wasn't a foolish kind of optimism, he would say that the only 

way you can possibly accomplish anything in life is if you 

believe you're going to accomplish it and thus obstacles can be 

overcome. And he had enormous impatience with people who were 

constantly seeing obstacles, you know Napoleon said once of the 

Austrian generals, "They see too many difficulties." Monsieur 

Monnet believed that the belief that things could be accomplished 

was almost more American than European. 

LT: This may have been one of the problems that got in the way 

of Marjolin's relationship with him. 

HO: Yes, you sense in Marjolin's lectures before the Council for 

Foreign Relations that he had reservations about M. Monnet. 

LT: There seems to have been an underlying pessimism or caution. 

HO: Tell you another thing I learned from M. Monnet, was the 

value of honesty. I remember his saying to me once I must be 

very careful to say such and such to such a persan even though 

it weakens my case, because in the long run my credibility rests 

upon his believing that I always deal with him completely straight, 

and therefore I must tell so and so what I've said to someone 

else. He was really very meticulous about dealing honestly with 

people, and not even passing over in silence what someone less 

scrupulous might have thought it was perfectly permissible not 

to mention. 

LT: This was also a sign of extraordinary intelligence. 

HO: That's right, he knew that this was the only way to build a 

relationship. His discretion was another thing I learned from him. 
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No one ever had cause to complain that M. Monnet had violated a 

commitment to be secret about something. A long list of things 

I learned from him. It's a shorter list if you try and think of 

things he did wrong. The only thing I can think of is that sorne

body told me he didn't provide for his widow, and she faces 

financial difficulties. Is that so? 

LT: I doubt very rouch whether that's true. There had been many 

people who had been closely associated with Monnet who find that 

his close personal relationships sometimes suffered, and that 

he had a way of sometimes neglecting people who had helped him 

a great deal. 

HO: Yes, I've heard of that. Well .•• 

LT: The happy fact is that the man was slightly imperfect, I 

suppose. 

HO: I always wonder what M. Monnet's attitude towards religion 

was. Max Kohnstamm said once he was religious without knowing 

it. Other people who knew him well said that they never once 

heard him mention religion, although his sister, as you know, 

was a prominent laywoman in the church, and was a representative 

at Vatican II. One person, I think it was Michael Palliser,-5 

who knew him, said once that M. Monnet was religious. Arthur 

Hartman6 told me recently that the priest at his local church, 

in Normandy, was it? Where was he buried? In Normandy, was it? 

LT: No, in Cognac. 

HO: Well, anyway, in the area where he was brought up and in 
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his latter years, he had a series of dialogues with a priest. 

The priest kept notes and intends eventually to publish. 

LT: Oh, really, that is interesting. 

HO: It will be interesting to learn what he had to say. 

LT: I never heard him utter one religious note. 

HO: Neither have I. That doesn't prove it ... 

LT: The interesting thing you mentioned, Henry, a little while 

aog, you juxtaposed Teilhard de Chardin with Monnet. Tell me 

more about that. 

HO: Well, Teilhard de Chardin's philosophy was that man maves 

progressively towards larger units of governance, first the family, 

and then a city and a province, and then the provinces were 

melded into nation-states, and now the nation-states are hopefully 

being melded into larger communities. The basic notion of commu

nity, you know, was at the heart of Monnet's thinking, and it's 

at the heart of Teilhard de Chardin's thinking. He sees the 

communities as becoming constantly larger as mankind maves toward 

the ability towards larger units of government. That really was 

Monnet's view -- he believed in communities. I don't mean the 

Community, with a capital letter. For instance, he believed in 

the community which existed to ration Allied shipping in the 

first war -- communities for a variety of purposes. 

LT: There may be another way to look at that. Monnet taught us 

this very important lesson years ago -- about the business of 

problem-solving. If you face a problem that seems to be intrac

table, it sometimes means that you're looking at it within the 
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wrong framework. In a larger framework it becomes one of a 

series of problems with which you deal and thus more capable of 

being solved. 

HO: Yes, you change the framework, the way you see it, you're 

absolutely right. 

LT: This of course is what scientists do, when they're trying 

to define specifie problems in physical science. 

HO: I didn't know that. You're absolutely right about it, I 

remember M. Monnet saying that. 

LT: Monnet has meant a lot of different things to different 

people, at least according to those with whom I've spoken in the 

last 25 years. How do you think history's going to treat him? 

HO: Well, if you try to think, who in the 20th century really 

made a difference, we'd better leave aside people like Hitler 

who made a difference for the worse. Who, let's say in 20th 

century Europe, who made a difference for good, who really im

proved things? I was able to think of two people of lasting 

effect, one was Keynes, who gave people a new way of looking at 

economie problems, and the other was Monnet, who gave people a 

new way of looking at the relations between states. Of course 

one has to add immediately that Monnet's credit must be shared 

with Adenauer, de Gasperi, and Robert Schuman. If you think of 

people who have made structural changes not only in the world 

but what's more important in the way people think of the world, 

who in 20th century Europe left a more lasting beneficial effect 

than Monnet, the name doesn't leap to the mind. 
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LT: Well, I hope that history treats him that way. 

HO: Depends a lot, of course, on what happens to the institutions 

he created. You know, it's funny, I was reading DeGaulle's 

memoirs the other day. Although he and Monnet were antithetical 

in many ways, it's interesting to note, in the last volume of his 

memoirs, how rouch emphasis he places on the institutions that 

he believes he created in France; the stronger Presidency, the 

two-party system, and so forth. They both recognized the impor

tance of institutions. 

LT: When DeGaulle came back into power, Monnet said one day: 

"Well, I think we'll make out all right because DeGaulle, above 

all, observes and respects institutions. 

HO: That's very interesting, that's reflected in his book. You 

know another thing Monnet and DeGaulle shared was a sense of 

history. Monnet did not try to worry about tomorrow's headline, 

or today's news broadcast, he was always trying to say, "Now how 

is this going to not look, but how is it going to stand in history." 

LT: I thought, one of the remarkable things about Monnet, and 

I'm sure you've found it too, is that he rarely if ever concerned 

himself with the luxury of looking backwards. 

HO: You're absolutely right. In fact, he was contemptuous of it, 

he would say, "It's a waste of time, to try and worry about what 

you should have done, there's no point. Let's think of the future." 

LT: I think he may have felt that personal recollection was a 

vanity -- a sign of weakness. 

HO: He really was non-European in his preoccupation with future 
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action, wasn't he? His optimism, his dedication to action, were 

in a way more American than European. After all, he had come 

to Canada at a very early age, and in his later life he spent 

almost as rouch time in America as in Europe, first as an invest

ment banker and then as a statesman. 

LT: I've recited this to many people: Monnet once recounted 

many years ago, saying, "You know, Chiang Kai-Shek once told me 

I would have made a marvelous Chinese general." 

HO: You know, he once said tome about China, he said: "In the 

first period of my stay in China, I had a terrible time," (he 

was there as a financial adviser) , "because I was always trying 

to figure out what they were trying to do, what they were think

ing." Then he said: "One day I said, I'm not going to worry 

about that, I'm going to try to figure out what I want to do, 

what l'rn thinking, and let them adjust tome." From thenon, 

he said, everything went well. He said so many things that were 

so wise and the epitome of so rouch wisdom, that you could write 

Mao's Red Book of Monnet sayings. 

LT: Still he very rarely ever read books, it's an extraordinary 

thing. 

HO: The only thing he ever read was that Kon-Tiki book, as far 

as I can make out, the only book I ever heard him mention. 

LT: He was a great admirer of Heyerdahl's, I must say. He liked 

lone adventurers, his heart went out to people who dared. 

HO: He had sort of the personality of a shrewd peasant, didn't 

he? If someone were listening to you and me talk one would think 
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of him as a man who constantly babbled, but he wasn't. He didn't 

speak often, there were long silences while he was thinking, and 

when he spoke it was to the point and shrewdly. He was very 

shrewd at understanding other people, he would meet a person, 

and then he would say, "That person is interested in such and 

such, and the way to get at it is through such and such." He 

had a peasant shrewdness. 

LT: It has been remarked by a number of long-time colleagues 

of his from the '20's and '30's that Monnet, even then, had an 

unerring nose for where power lay and how to get to it. 

HO: Yes, yes. 

LT: Then, having deserted the business world for the world of 

devout public service, that characteristic stood him in very 

good stead. 

HO: Bob Nathan 7 told me once how he had a terrible time trying 

to overcome the objections of experts to the [World War II] idea 

of a victory program -- of greatly increased u.s. plane and ship 

production when we got into the war. He said it was Monnet who 

gave them the idea when he said: "Come at it from the other way 

around. Figure out what it would take to win the war. Don't 

look at what you're producing now and how rouch you're going to 

increase it but at what it would take to win the war." And he 

said that entirely simple insight revolutionized the whole think

ing of the u.s. government about war production. So many of his 

ideas, when he spoke them, they seemed almost childlike in their 
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simplicity, but the fact is that nobody else had spoken them be

fore he did. 

LT: That was part of his genius, to reduce things -

HO: To very simple way. 

LT: Almost to an epigram. 

HO: You wonder what he did when he wasn't working. I guess walking 

was his main thing, he liked to walk, didn't he? He didn't read, 

he didn't go to the movies, that I'm aware of, I never heard of 

him going to a motion picture. 

LT: He planned for years to take a walking, camping trip in the 

Western part of the United States. And every year I would send 

him a little bit more literature, or sorne books. He never did it. 

HO: Monnet's redeeming feature, despite his faults and the way 

he used people, was that he never acted for himself. 

LT: That's right. 

HO: He never tried to get himself into the newspapers, he never 

tried to get adulation. He had an ego, obviously, an enormous ego, 

but his ego was satisfied by his feeling that he had accomplished 

something, and whether other people recognized this didn't seem 

to matter. His ego was satisfied when he felt that he had done 

something useful. 

LT: It was a very secure ego, too. 

HO: Yes, that's absolutely right. 

LT: Well, I think that's it, Henry. Thank you. 

### 
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